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ABSTRACT
3
The short stories in th is collection focus on small but 
revealing moments in  the lives of the various characters. The 
stories take place in  a  short period in  which choices present 
themselves. Finding themselves paralyzed in  their own inertia, 
the characters see the problems facing them  yet choose the path of 
least resistance.
As implied by the title, The Crossing, many boundaries, 
ideas, and expectations are crossed over bu t n o t resolved. The 
characters come to greater understandings of themselves and their 
situations, but have yet to act on them .
In all but one story, the poin t of view is in  th ird  person, 
which narrows the focus and heightens the intensity  of emotion. 
The action is quiet, often focusing on  gestures rather than  
explosions. The characters and  conflicts are no t extraordinary, 
and it is in this th a t the stories gain the ir verisimilitude.
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The Crossing
5
"Do we need gas, sweetheart?"
"Oh shit. You were supposed to rem ind me in town."
"Well, I thought you would remember. If I had reminded 
you and you had remembered, you would have accused me of 
treating you like an idiot."
Shelly looked a t the gas gauge, less than  a quarter tank. The 
'79  Pontiac, rented in San Diego on  the condition th a t it not be 
taken across the border, was a gas-guzzler.
"153 miles to the US border," said Brendon as he held a map 
outstretched in front of him.
fust miles of dry and dusty river bed ahead, Shelly thought. 
So dry in parts there is no cactus, no sage. This once was the 
route of the Colorado River; it flowed into the Gulf of California 
just above San Felipe. Totally dry now except in heavy rain every 
few years.
'The average rainfall is less than two inches a year here," 
Shelly said out loud, "but this was green once."
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Shelly noticed Brendon eyes straining to the left toward the 
gas gauge, as if he did not w ant to tu rn  his head, as if he did not 
w ant to get caught looking.
"We've only gone a  few miles," Brendon said. Let's go back to 
town and fill up."
Shelly's straight hair, straight nose, straight lips, and her 
wide eyes aimed, unmoving, along the straight line of dusty road.
Three days ago they arrived in  San Felipe, Mexico. They 
emerged sweaty from the dark brown Pontiac which had no air 
conditioner, their mouths coated w ith dust, their throats dry, the 
relentless waves of heat felt like paradise compared to the heavy 
snow and damp air they left behind in  M assachusetts.
Shelly and Brendon, a young couple currently living in a 
small upstairs apartm ent in  M assachusetts spent their second 
Christmas together at Shelly's parents' home in San Diego. The 
year before they stayed w ith Brendon's parents in New York City. 
Shelly and Brendon lived next door to each other their four years
6
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a t Camden College in New Hampshire and m aintained a distant 
but constant friendship. In the m onths following graduation they 
found themselves w ith no place to go and no desire to return 
home either. Shelly remembered thinking it logical th a t she and 
Brendon share an apartm ent while they looked for work. She was 
soon hired as a copy editor for a New England cooking magazine 
and later he took a  job in a private grammar school teaching 
social science.
Shelly couldn't remember when their relationship changed, 
when Brendon slowly moved his clothing, piece by piece into her 
bedroom, or when their friends began commenting on the length 
of time it took them to "find each other," or even why they did. 
Eight days ago on Christmas Eve Shelly's m other took her hand 
and said in  a low, confiding tone, "The best marriages are those 
based on compatibility. That's why arranged marriages worked so 
well; no one had any crazy ideas about romantic love." Shelly's 
father, who sat beside her mother, nodded in agreement.
The day after Christmas Shelly knew Brendon felt the same 
sense of insidious panic building w ith each day spent a t her
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
parents' home when his face seem ed to awaken for the firs t time 
in days as she suggested they take a  road trip  during the last days 
of their vacation.
Before finding their room  a t  the Hotel Del M ar in San Felipe, 
they found the hotel's alm ost cold bar and  cooled themselves w ith 
dollar m argaritas. Weather- beaten, shriveled, sun baked old men 
walked along the beach and  held  the ir wares (rugs, hats, silver 
chains w ith  crosses, peace symbols, dolphins, and  sea shells, 
silver and turquoise rings, ponchos...) against the bar's wide, 
dusty window, blocking the brillian t p ink  of the setting sun, the 
cool blue-green of the waves, an d  stood rooted to  the sand until 
they were acknowledged and waved on w ith  quick w rists, 
violently shaking heads, and  deeply frowning faces. Anything less 
the men interpreted as a maybe. As they drank the ir m argaritas 
they noticed the tide pulling farther and  farther away revealing 
the wrinkled, m eat colored m ud flats hidden un til then  by surf 
and high tide. The bar em ptied as the sea continued to  w ithdraw  
across the salt-mire.
8
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*  *  *  *
'There are gas stops along the way," Shelly said.
"According to the map there isn 't gas for thirty-two miles."
"We can make it. No problem."
"For God's sake are you crazy? Turn around; don 't be silly. 
We're in no hurry."
"One!" Shelly shouted as she swerved slightly off the road 
and  h it the brakes. She threw the car into reverse and stopped 
just in front of a  weathered white cross, m arked w ith illegible 
words, surrounded by faded plastic flowers. The cross faced the 
road, leaning only slightly to the left. "Let's count them."
"God you're morbid,” said Brendon as he rolled up  his 
window, choosing the heat over the dust.
They had noticed the crosses on the trip  down. Brendon 
guessed they were for the people who died on the road, m ost 
being a t sharp curves or intersections w ith d irt roads. The 
crosses started a few miles outside of Mexicali, becoming more 
frequent as the road moved south.
Although they were only a few miles ou t of town, Shelly
9
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noticed the road already pulling away from the gulf. Or maybe, 
she thought, it just looked that way. The gulf narrowed and soon 
would be dry as it  reached north. The cross lay about five- 
hundred feet beyond a side road, dirty and deeply rutted, w ith a 
hand painted sign a t its  intersection th a t read, "Playa Blanca- 
Campground-- Beach-- Trailers Welcome."
'I t  looks so close and so far a t the same time, ju st out of 
reach," Shelly said.
"What does?" Brendon asked as Shelly got ou t of the car and 
stood in front of the cross.
'The Gulf of California, the Sea of Cortez." Now the cold of 
the sea, which they touched only w ith their toes, looked inviting. 
Sharp pinnacled m ountains of brown d irt several thousand feet 
high closed in behind them, barren and rocky. They looked 
incapable of supporting any kind of life, uninhabitable. But, 
Shelly thought, that's why they are so beautiful. The straight, 
black road stretched ou t of sight, splitting the baked, saffron 
colored earth. Opposite, Shelly thought, of the Yellow-Brick- 
Road.
10
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"Bren-Bren, would you hand me my camera?"
Shelly watched Brendon extend his arm tow ard the camera 
as he glanced at the gas gauge. The car quivered gently over the 
idling engine. "I guess," he said, "it would probably take just as 
much to turn  it off and back on again as it  is ju st idling here."
Shelly photographed the cross from every angle and returned 
to the car. Shelly pulled back onto the road, spinning the tires 
and enveloping the little white cross in  a cloud o f dust.
"Sweetheart," Brendon said, "If you keep driving like that 
there are going to be two more crosses on this road. Slow down 
and keep your eyes on the road, OK?"
"Will you count the crosses then?"
"No I won't count the crosses!" Brendon said. "No, Sorry,
"Why don't you drive then?" Shelly regretted her words as 
soon as she said them.
"Yes, I should. It would probably be a lo t safer. First thing 
I'd do is turn around and get gas. But, if you insist on getting us 
stranded in middle of the desert w ith no water, go ahead."
It was totally incomprehensible to her tha t Brendon didn't
11
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drive despite the fact tha t he grew up on the New York City 
subways and, like many New Yorkers, never felt the need to learn 
to drive. He said driving never seemed necessary. She adm itted 
to herself th a t somehow she viewed his inability to  drive as a flaw 
in his character.
"I'll count the crosses if youll watch the road."
"Good," Shelly said, "and describe them to me."
'Tine," Brendon pulled Shelly's wicker basket from the back 
seat and started  to shuffle through the cassettes. "What do you 
w ant to listen to?"
"Oh!" Shelly stepped heavily on the brake sending the 
cassettes flying into the windshield. They skidded passed another 
d irt road, th is one with a sign th a t said, "Campo Pee Wee-- 
Trailers Welcome." The opening to the road was lined  w ith four 
thin, precariously tall and skinny palm trees. 'Three crosses, 
children, two of them," Shelly said.
"What?!" asked Brendon who clutched the em pty basket.
Tw o, three, four. You're no t counting."
"Holy fuck!" he yelled.
12
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"Shut up  or drive!" Shelly answered w ith more anger than 
she had  expected. She watched Brendon's tw isted jaw. She 
looked a t him  apologetically; he bent over and  picked u p  the 
tapes.
Shelly thought about offering to  teach him  to  drive right 
there, the road was straight, more or less, and  there w as no traffic 
to  speak of. But she had spent too much tim e and  effort scaring 
him  to  death w ith stories o f the "Federates" who w ould arrest you, 
beat you, throw  you in jail, and ransom  you off to  your family if 
they could afford it, ju st for J-walking. She pulled back onto  the 
road  while looking a t the approaching m ountains.
"This is probably how they died! Don't frighten me ju st for 
som ething to do, OK Shelly?"
"I w asn't. I ll  watch the road, bu t you have to  w atch for the 
crosses."
"Yeah." Brendon looked through the tapes again. He pushed 
in  a cassette, "How's this?" he asked over the throbbing bass guitar 
and  joyful singing of a male voice.
Shelly popped the tape out. "No, i t  doesn't fit the landscape.
13
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Can't we just have silence? Then when we cross the border we can 
listen to whatever you w ant and 111 drive twenty-five miles an 
hour. OK? Six! Seven! Look!"
"Doesn't fit the landscape?!"
They passed, "Playas del Sol— Campground." Soon after 
came many more, usually about a mile or two apart, each turn  off 
marked w ith one or more crosses. "The water is definitely further 
away and narrowing. Look, you can see the far beach. We're up to 
ten now."
"Campo Encanto Beach" was followed by "Club Live and  Let 
Live- Private C lub- Cocktails— W ater- Campers Welcome" then 
"Campo Hawaii" (where Shelly said, 'Wow! five!"), "Campo Los 
Compadres” and "Campo Pai Pai" where Brendon joined the game 
and said, "None, it m ust be new." The sea became a sliver in the 
desert and seemed very far off and looked like a river. By the time 
they got to "Pete's Paradiso" and "Campo Los Amigos" no  water 
was visible a t all, just the winding d irt road disappearing in the 
dust and occasional small shrubs.
As they passed the last of the "campos" Shelly talked about
14
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the last set of three crosses. They were n o t made of wood. Ornate 
brass filigree created elaborate arcs and rose designs along the 
bodies of the crosses. "Does that make twenty-three or twenty- 
four?"
'Twenty-four." Brendon silently stared ou t his window and 
drummed his fingers on the dash. Shelly knew he w anted to 
listen to music and was pouting. He would no t even look a t the 
crosses anymore.
On their left, the wall of the Sierra San Pedro M artir 
m ountains was only a few miles away. Shelly said, "Bren, don't 
they look like huge piles of rubble? Like a t an  excavation site. 
Maybe these are the piles dug up from the Grand Canyon." Shelly 
steadied the steering wheel w ith her knee and pulled ou t the map, 
'"Crucero la Trinidad', we can get gas there. W ell be under the 
highest point in Baja. It's called '  Pinacho del Diablo' and is 
10,154 feet high. D el Diablo'. I think this is the m ost God­
forsaken land I've ever seen. So empty and beautiful, it  almost 
makes me believe in God because it proves the existence of the 
devil."
15
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"Oh, so that's why you pu t a quarter in  the Virgin of 
whatever shrine and took all those pictures," Brendon said in a 
bored voice, "you're going religious on me."
The Virgin of Guadalupe Shrine stood on top of a hill 
overlooking the town of San Felipe. The shrine was a cement box, 
open on one side, but barred, like a  cell. Through the bars sa t a 
plastic, weathered, and faded figure of the Virgin Mary holding a 
baby Jesus surrounded by once-red plastic flowers. A clear plastic 
donation box glued up against the bars was filled w ith some 
quarters, many pennies, and a few pesos. The dedication painted 
in  red on the back wall was w ritten in  English.
"We're over half way to  gas. Only about ten more miles."
"Good thing. It feels like we've been driving forever. Come 
on, you pick the tape. I can't stand to s it here watching you not 
watching the road..."
'Twenty-five," interrupted Shelly. "Can't you read 
something? I really don't w ant to listen to anything. ItU spoil the 
view. Look, a little shrine! Should we count shrines? No, only
16
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crosses I think. I guess the families p u t them  here since each is 
different. That one probably cost a  lot. Do you th ink  they bury 
the bodies here?"
Brendon d id  no t seem to  hear.
"No," Shelley continued, "the rain  w ould w ash them up. I 
wonder why they do it? To w arn others on the road, or ju st to 
commemorate a loved one's death? How weird. You can tell how 
much money their families have or don 't have. Do you th ink  they 
come back and fix them up  once in  a while, some are about to  fall 
down. Some back there were blown over, I thought they were 
pieces of trash a t first."
’Yeah," said Brendon, "It's quite a sham e about all th is trash. 
All the trash  in San Felipe. . . It's everywhere down here. I t  would 
be a lo t nicer if they'd pick it  up. Poverty is always so dirty."
"It's a good thing people in  the US don 't do this," Shelly 
said, "There would be a solid wall o f crosses along the LA 
freeways. Twenty-six."
He doesn't mean anything by it, Shelly thought. She again 
thought her mother's hand, cold and  dry in hers and  her words
17
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which seemed like w ords o f warning. She half expected Brendon 
to propose on Christm as. She thought he had  said something to 
her parents and they were trying to  tell her to  accept. She worried 
all n ight how to tu rn  Brendon down politely. How no t to 
d isappoin t everybody. But, when C hristm as came and  went, she 
found herself disappointed and angry w ith  Brendon. As she 
watched the desert crawl by she w ondered if  maybe she would 
have accepted him  if he had  asked. And if th a t w ould have been 
right after all. They always said how nice i t  was th a t in  their 
relationship they allowed each other to  do w hat they wanted, be 
as they wanted. They d id  n o t try to  create each other.
'Twenty-seven."
Last night in  the hotel, so typical, she thought. He gets the 
look in  his eyes, head down, eyes up; he wears a  stupid  grin. I 
look away; say, I 'm  tired.' So polite. He always takes the hint, 
never tries too hard. I'm so grateful I decide to le t him. I kiss 
him  in  th a t way we only do when we are about to. We undress 
ourselves. Always have, even in  the beginning. It's always then 
th a t I realize tha t I do like sex after all. I adm ire the
18
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concentration on his face.
’Twenty-eight.”
"I trust him," she thought. "When it's over, I lick a bead of 
sweat from his forehead; the salt tastes good. It's then tha t I love 
him most."
'Twenty-nine, thirty, thirty-one. Brass?"
Then he sits up  and changes his face and says, Well, that 
was very nice!' and I remember why I didn 't w ant to in the first 
place. No, it's no t always like that. Sometimes. My fault too, I 
suppose. Does he th ink it's nice?
"Sweetheart, do you think you could slow down a bit? I 
think we're about to take off."
W e're fine." Shelly answered as she slowed down.
I trust him, Shelly said to herself. He would never try to 
hurt me. He would be a devoted father. He would never cheat; 
it's not in him. He will always have a job. Dependable and stable. 
He loves me, I think. He says so. I'm not sure why. He says I'm 
different. I tell him I love him too. I think I do. How do you 
know if you do or don't?
19
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"Thirty-two. Did you see it?" Brendon asked.
"Yeah," she lied. '1 thought you weren't counting."
"I've got to do something to  keep me from having a heart 
attack. I'm not really counting, I'm trying to pretend you aren't 
driving like a  bat out of hell on a  poorly m aintained road in a 
country we're not supposed to be in, in car tha t is about to run out 
of gas in the middle of a desert a thousand miles from anything 
except maybe some bandits and rattlesnakes, w ith no food, no 
water, and no chance of survival. That's all,” he said.
His usual cheerful voice, she thought, w ith only a h int of 
true irritation.
"Really, I'm quite worried." he added seriously.
'Thirty-three. We're only a few miles from the gas station" 
she said resting her head on his shoulder for a moment.
I read, she thought, he watches TV. When he turns it off I 
ask 'Will it bother you if I keep reading?" "Yes," he says, 'bu t not 
much. It's OK." He asks every tim e I read "How's your book?" 
'Tine,” I say. That drives me crazy. Worse than calling me 
'sweetheart.' So I read, he snores, it doesn't bother him. He says
20
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how nice it is th a t we can each do w hat we want. How nice it is 
to be able to be together each doing as we please. I suppose. 
"Thirty-four." I suppose. "Or is th a t thirty-five?"
"Thirty-four. I thought we only had twenty miles of gas.
How far have we come? W hat are we running on, fumes?"
"Oh," Shelly said, "there's always a few gallons left when the 
gauge says 'empty'."
Shelly again saw him w ith his head held straight but his 
eyes turned le f t The needle hung below the top of the red area. 
'The angle makes the gauge look lower than it is," Shelly said. 
"What?" said Brendon. "Oh."
The mountains alm ost reached the side of road. They 
looked larger, but still as barren. On the other side of the road, 
the desert, flood plain, showed signs of life. Small shrubs grew 
like a th in  carpeting, and by the side of the road grew tall fingery 
bright orange stalks.
'How long have those orange things been there?" Shelly 
asked.
Brendon looked back, "As far back as I can see."
21
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"They are the color o f fluorescent crayons." She said, "No 
music could match this. Look." she said  pointing to  the 
m ountains. "Look a t th a t peak! I b e t that's  the Pinacho Del 
Diablo."
"Horrible, isn 't it?" he answered.
"No." She swerved as she looked u p  causing the front tire to 
slide off the road. She jerked the  car back in to  its lane; Brendon 
grabbed the dash and let o u t an  exaggerated "Aagh!1" as if  they had 
just narrowly escaped the jaw s o f death. "Sweetheart," he began.
"Relax, Brendon. We're only a  mile or two from Crucero la  
Trinidad. Gas."
"Thank God!"
'Thirty-six."
’Thirty-five."
The road bordered the m ountains now, and  curved easily 
around them. Shelly braked as they approached the curves and 
accelerated as they rounded them . A round the th ird  bend a 
house and two gas pumps appeared. Shelly had  to brake hard  to 
stop. The building was obviously abandoned and had been for
22
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some time. The gas pumps were sand-blasted smooth and 
colorless.
"I don't remember seeing this on the way down. Do you?" 
Shelly asked. '1 thought I  saw cars here, or something." She took 
o u t her AAA travel book and  began flipping through the pages. 
"Oh, no problem. We're in  luck. At La Ventana there's gas."
"How far?"
"Twenty-one miles. This bend up here-- the peak right next 
to  the road is ElChinero." She moved forward, slowly, looking 
for signs of traffic in  front of them and  in  back.
"Can we make it?" Brendon asked. I t surprised her that 
there was no anger in  his voice.
'1 don't know."
"You're supposed to say yes'."
"Oh, you can play a tape now if you want."
"I don't feel like it anymore."
As they approached El Chinero and the sharp curve twisting 
around it, Shelly slowed down to a crawl. 'There m ust be tons of 
crosses here."
23
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"You're sick."
"Jack-pot! Look! Thirty-six, thirty-seven thirty-eight, thirty- 
nine! And on the other side, look back. Forty, forty-one, forty- 
two. And a shrine!" The road turned in the other direction. 
"Forty-three, forty-four, other side- forty-five, forty-six, forty- 
seven, oh, more children, forty-eight, forty-nine. Wow."
Shelly turned to see Brendon's m outh hanging open. "Just 
yesterday you were leaving a trail of chicken pieces trying to 
entice th a t horrible, flea ridden cat in to  our room, petting those 
disease ridden stray dogs on the beach. Now you're hoping to see 
the symbol of more highway deaths as we speed along. You have 
no pity for your own kind. Certainly none for m e ."
Shelly expected to see an  am used looked on his face, but 
instead there was a  look she d id  n o t recognize. "Fifty." Shelly 
wondered if she enjoyed his horror and  his fright. She 
remembered last night in  the restaurant when she had gotten the 
hiccups. She stood up next to the table, picked up her water, and 
carefully bent over from the w aist and poured the water into her 
mouth up-side-down. Brendon said nothing but gave her his most
24
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disappointed look and was quiet through the rest of dinner. He 
was horrified; I knew he would be, she thought. Maybe, she 
thought, that's why 1 do it. Maybe that's why he didn't ask me.
"Fifty-one. No- That was trash." Shelly leaned her head 
against the window and yawned. "I'm hungry, I'm thirsty, I'm 
tired."
The road approached the m ountains again and Shelly lifted 
her head, concentrating on the road. "This peak is . . .  I forgot. 
Here. Look in  the book, I've got the com er folded down."
Brendon took the book and  flipped through the pages, 
"Lagrimas de Apache. Were there Apaches around here?"
'No. I don't think so."
"Did you see those crosses?"
"Yeah."
"What number?"
"Fifty-three."
'Ten miles to gas. Well never make it."
"Don't be a pessimist. I thought we'd be walking by now, but 
we're still going." Yes, she thought, I do enjoy pressing his
25
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buttons. I won't do i t  anymore.
"Look!" Shelly shouted, "A wolf! No! A coyote! No! A fox!
Look, a fox! Did you see it? Did you see it?"
'You're possessed," he said blandly.
They d id  no t speak un til they arrived a t La Ventana. I t  had 
gas pumps by the road and two houses set off to the side. Both 
were made of plywood. One had a sign th a t said, "Restaurant." 
Shelly stopped a few feet before the pumps. "What side is the gas- 
cap on?"
Brendon stuck his head o u t o f the window. "Not mine."
She pulled the car to  the right of the pum ps and  stopped the 
engine.
"No one's here, great," he said.
As Shelly got out of the car a m an about forty years old came 
out of the unnam ed house. "Hola. Senor," Shelly called ou t 
cheerfully; he gave no response b u t started  slowly walking 
towards them. "Necesitamos gasolina. Z. Us ted  tiene?" Still the 
man did not acknowledge them. He was covered in dust, his 
shirt, half tucked into his dirty brown pants, was sweat stained
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an d  mis-buttoned. His hair stuck up  in  the back and  hung down 
over one eye in  the front.
"Let's go!” Brendon said too loudly.
"It's OK." Shelly whispered, still smiling. "Besides we're ou t 
of gas."
"Unleaded?" the m an asked in  English n o t looking a t them. 
"SI. por favor. Gracias." Shelly answered. "Urn... ZSenor. 
tienc us ted  un  bano?" The m an po in t to  an out-house past the 
two buildings. "Bren, I'm going to  the bathroom," Brendon looked 
to  where the m an pointed. "Do you have to go, Bren?"
"IH stay w ith  the car."
'Do you have to go?"
"Not here I don't."
Shelly walked to the shack, swaying her hips and  swinging 
her arms, hoping Brendon noticed th e  confidence in  her stride. 
She tried no t to heitate before opening the door. No m onsters. 
Inside, it  w asn't any worse th a t any o ther outhouse, she thought. 
A wood bench w ith  a circle cut out over a shallow hole in  the 
ground. No paper. She held her breath. She thought of
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something her mother had said to her when they were camping 
when she was a child, 'Drip dry." She smiled as she left the 
outhouse. As she approached the car the m an had  finished 
pumping the gas and was waiting for her. Brendon was sitting in 
the car looking away. Hell use the excuse th a t he doesn't speak 
Spanish, she thought.
'Twelve-fifty." The man said looking her in the face. His 
eyes were honey-brown w ith specks of gold. He looked about 
twenty-two. He would have been handsome somewhere else she 
thought. No, she adm itted to herself, he’s frightening. She paid 
him, said "gracias” and got back in the car. As they pulled back 
onto the highway they both sighed w ith relief.
Shelly said, "I wasn't sure we were going to  make it. We 
were really low."
"I'm glad we survived the gas station." Brendon said. "How 
was the outhouse."
"Gross. It was OK. You could have paid him. Now you owe 
me fifteen for dinner and six twenty-five for gas."
"But who's counting. .."
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"I am," she answered.
"He spoke perfect English. He even charged us in American 
money. You don't have to be so afraid of people."
'T hat guy would slit your th roat as soon as look a t  you."
"You don't like Mexicans." Shelly said.
"I'm a coward. I don't like anyone."
That's true, she thought. He would not have a problem w ith 
Mexican women or children. Just men. Is he afraid of himself? 
Should I be afraid of him? No. He's just a coward.
The mountains pulled quickly away from the road as both 
sides leveled out. The vegetation faded again giving way to tan 
sand.
Did I do something, She wondered. Was he going to ask me, 
then didn't because of something I said? Or did? Or d idn 't do? 
Not th a t I wanted him to. I t would just make things awkward.
"Can you pull over sweetheart?" When the car came to a stop 
Brendon got out and went to  the side of the road. Although they 
had just stopped, the sudden cessation of motion felt strange.
Like when she was girl and would spend a week on her dad's sail
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boat w ith her mother and father. When she would walk on land 
she would feel the swells of the ocean th a t she had stopped 
feeling on the boat. For days she felt the gentle rocking back and 
forth when she lay down or took a bath. Now she felt almost car 
sick and was anxious to start the movement again. The silence 
seemed unnatural. Outside she saw a small cloud of dust rising 
in front of Brendon. She looked through the travel book until 
Brendon was back in the car. He pulled on  her shoulder and 
turned her face to his and gave her kiss. She hated when he did 
that. If I  wanted to resist 1 wouldn't be able to. But I can't tell 
him that, she thought, i t  would hurt his feelings. He would think 
I don't w ant him to kiss me a t all. Shelly pulled onto the road 
w ithout allowing herself to look for traffic. They d id  not crash. 
She knew they wouldn't. There was no one on the road. She 
expected Brendon to panic or yell a t her, bu t he didn't. She 
wondered why.
They came to a d irt crossroad w ith no marking except two 
small black metal crosses. "Fifty-four, fifty-five. Not many crosses 
lately. Only at the curves." Brendon was silent, looking out the
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window. "We're coming to Laguna Salada. It's a  raised road, 
lifted above the water, twenty-one miles long. I th ink  th is book is 
quite old. It's been a long tim e since the Colorado was all the way 
down here. After th a t w ell be next to  the Hardy River all the way 
to  Mexicali and  the border. I don 't know  about you, b u t I don 't 
recall seeing water. Do you?"
Brendon shook his head.
As they approached the raised road  she remembered it. This 
was where they had first noticed the crosses. Brendon saw them  
first and pointed them ou t to her, she remembered. The 
mountains retreated off into the distance. Now they looked like 
the brown rocky m ountains of California's Coastal Range, bu t 
were not. They were by far more hostile, im passable, intolerant, 
Shelly thought. The plain of d irt below them  had  ripples flowing 
down it. W ater had made them, b u t how  long ago? she wondered. 
The soil here looked fertile despite its  dryness, b u t nothing grew.
"Fifty-six," Shelly said. Down off the road, below the cross 
w as the burnt-out skeleton of a car, o ld  an d  rusted.
Shelly again laid her head against the window. She yawned
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and struggled to keep her eyes open. H ad she been alone she 
would have slapped her face or rolled her ha ir up in the window.
Maybe i t  w ould be better if there w as music on. You pick," 
Brendon said.
"No. I'm fine. I really don't w ant music. The landscape has 
such a strong feeling to it. Music will change it. Fifty-seven. I'm 
awake."
She thought about the dogs on the beach in San Felipe. She 
thought to herself the w ords she would w rite for the magazine. 
The article would have to center around the food of San Felipe, 
bu t maybe people would be interested in  the town too. There 
were strays everywhere. But they were a t least moderately heathy, 
no t too dirty, and  very tame. Every n ight the tide in  San Felipe 
w ent ou t alm ost a  half mile, exposing n o t ju s t the pretty white 
sand of the tourist's day, bu t seemingly endless m ud flats. San 
Felipe was a small town. Only a few thousand  people; they were 
mainly fishermen. San Felipe became a tou rist h o t spot only 
during the college spring break, Easter, and  president's weekend. 
Tourists did no t come in the summer, and  as Shelly had
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discovered, they d id  not come during Christmas vacation, either. 
"Fifty-seven."
Shelly continued her monologue. She thought of the 
fishermen who sail out every day in  their small home made boats 
catch hundreds of fish a day, alm ost all for export to the United 
States. Bass is their best seller. They clean the fish on the boat, 
put the meat on ice and throw the heads and tails overboard.
In the evening when Brendon and Shelly muddied their 
shoes by walking out to the edge of the retreating water, they had 
looked carefully in  the fading light so as to not step on the 
scattered fish heads. The dogs ran along the beach in packs 
eating the heads. They seemed satisfied w ith their meal and as 
there was plenty to  eat and lots left over, they d id  not fight each 
other. One dog, medium sized w ith short brown hair and yellow 
eyes had caught Shelly's attention. She was nursing, but her pups 
were not with her. Two male dogs accompanied her; smaller than 
she was, not yet full grown. They looked just like her. They must 
have been her last litter. The three of them trotted along the 
beach together. Shelly stopped to scratch the mother's back and
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for the rest of the evening was in  the company of the group. She 
looking for sea shells, finding many that were beautiful that could 
not be found on the other side of the gulf. When she stopped to 
bend down and inspect a shell the dogs waited, and when she 
walked, they walked. One fell behind every now and then to eat a 
fish head, but ran quickly to catch up and strolled slowly by her 
side. Had it  been legal, nothing could have stopped her from 
adopting them and taking them into the US, she thought.
Brendon walked ahead a t a faster pace, constantly getting 
farther away. He was looking a t everything, the fish heads, the 
kelp, discarded hooks and  broken lines, loose lobster pots, she 
watched him pick up a sea shell and put i t  in his pocket.
When they returned to the hotel, Shelly slipped her arm 
through Brendon's and smiled a t him when he presented her with 
a shell. She felt she could stay there forever. She had a lover who 
brought her sea shells.
Shelly swerved slightly off the road jolting her mind back to 
the long stretch of road. In the distance she saw a truck
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approaching. She looked at Brendon and saw th a t he saw it too. 
They waited in silence. Shelly counted the fifty-eighth cross as 
Brendon pointed it out. Even though they were driving a t seventy 
miles per hour, she felt as though they did no t move. When the 
truck approached, i t  occurred to Shelly th a t there might no t be 
room for their big Pontiac and the truck barrelling towards them. 
In an instant the truck was gone. There was a loud whoosh, then 
silence. It was gone like a ghost.
The road lowered itself back down to ground level and 
shrubs appeared suddenly. Another truck was visible up ahead. 
This land seemed tamer, more civilized, more feasible, Shelly 
thought. They passed a ghost town named 'El Mirador,' which 
was not unlike 'La Ventana', bu t there were more of the ply-wood 
houses with abandoned cars in front and blown ou t windows. 
Shelly looked in the travel book while steering w ith her knees, 'El 
Mirador, pop. 259. Gas. Food. Lodging." At the entrance to the 
ghost town was one lonely cross, faded, w ith no visible markings. 
"Fifty-nine."
As the land became more fertile they passed cars and trucks
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more frequently. Shelly wondered where they could be going. San 
Felipe?
By the time they got to  'La Puerta' Shelly was accustom ed to 
the cars, the roadside houses and  bars an d  restauran ts, still miles 
apart but, calmed her. La Puerta seemed to  be abou t the size of 
San Felipe, and just as sleepy. After the town, the road  gained a 
lane and traffic began filling in. They passed farm land, n o t the 
picturesque farms she saw in the mid-west, b u t small, slightly 
run-down homes on cultivated land. T rash had  been plowed into 
the fields. The neat brown rows looked as if they were sprouting 
a crop of paper, plastic, and aluminum. Occasionally they passed 
some cows or a horse bu t each farm looked more or less like the 
one before it.
They came upon Mexicali quickly. The road divided and  re­
divided, like the tributaries of the Colorado, Shelly thought, 
coming together to form a single body, then  dissipating again into 
weaker strands, and  finally disappearing in to  the d u st only a few 
miles before the sea. The traffic became steadily thicker and  less 
predictable.
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"Brendon, do you th ink  you could help me?" Shelly called as 
she steeped heavily on the break and  gas alternately as she tried 
to return to the lane she ju st exited. He watches me suffer. A 
large American truck darted by on the right creating a  cloud of 
dust and pebbles which jum ped like popping popcorn off the 
windshield. 'Tuck!" Shelly yelled.
"Stay in  this lane!" Brendon answered as he stepped on an 
imaginary brake peddle under h is seat. "Follow the signs."
"Would you get out the map?"
W e don't need the map," Brendon said, "just follow the signs 
and calm down." Brendon grabbed the door w ith one hand and 
the dash w ith the other. "Jesus Christ, look out!"
"I can't help it. No one stays in  the lanes. It's like an orgy of 
bumper cars. Brendon, get o u t the map. Can't you just once try to 
be helpful?"
"Right lane. Get in the right lane. Why don't you try reading 
the signs?" Shelly saw Brendon looking a t her bloodless fingers 
wrapped around the wheel. Her nostrils flared and she rubbed 
her upper lip w ith her bottom  teeth. Brendon reached into the
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glove compartment and pulled ou t the map of Mexicali. "Here's 
the map. It says, 'Follow the signs.'"
Shelly clenched her jaw and suppressed an urge to spit at 
him. Then, to  her surprise, she burst out in  laughter.
"It looks like the road goes straight to the border, fust don't 
turn off," said Brendon.
'Thank you."
They waited a t the border for an hour. Traffic was backed 
up for nearly a mile. Cars every now and then drove upon the 
shoulders trying to cut in ahead, but the sidewalk was crowded 
with policia who forced the cars to stay back.
Brendon turned on the radio and tuned into an American 
pop-music station. "Wow! Sixty crosses!" I t was hot sitting in the 
car and Shelly watched the sweat seeping through Brendon's 
clothes.
Tifty-nine."
When they reached the border Shelly rolled down her 
window and looked up a t the US Border guard. "Citizenship?"
"U.S.” Shelly said w ith slight panic.
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"U.S." said Brendon tiredly.
"What have you brought back?" the border guard asked 
moving his head back and forth by his neck trying to see into the 
back and behind the seats.
"Nothing." Shelly answered, "fust w hat we brought in. 
Clothes and stuff." She heard herself laugh feebly.
"No fruits, vegetables, or meats? No tequila? No jewelry?"
"Nope." Shelly's throat felt dry and dusty.
"Didn't buy anything? No souvenirs?"
"Nope." Shelly swallowed.
"How about you?" the guard said lifting his chin towards 
Brendon.
"Nothing." Brendon looked into the nearly colorless eyes 
tha t darted around the interior of the car.
"OK," the guard said slapping on hand  on the roof of the car. 
"You folks have a nice day."
Once across the Border Shelly laughed and stretched her 
arms. "My God! W hat a  relief!"
'How 'bout a Big Mac? My treat."
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"And I say you never pay for anything!"
In the drive-through Shelly, softly singing to  the radio 
leaned her head against Brendon's shoulder. He softly kissed her 
eyelids and stroked her shoulder. "Well done, sweetheart. Boy! 
Sixty!"
"Fifty-nine."
'The drive was impressive w asn't it? I have to adm it I was 
nervous."
"Me too."
They shouted their order in to  the small round speaker and 
pulled forward for their food, Shelly looked up a t  the freeway in 
front of them, and the endless expanse of semi-arid desert dotted 
with small irrigated farms beyond it, the sun directly overhead, a 
cool breeze blew in the windows, Brendon fished through the bag 
to make sure they got all their burgers and fries. Shelly watched 
Brendon who was now happy. I'd marry me, she thought. What's 
wrong w ith me? Would I marry him? Would I marry him just to 
prove that he asked?
"Why do we do that?" Shelly asked.
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"Do you w ant the map?"
"No. I m eant we always fight about nothing?"
"You're backing up the drive-through," Brendon said, his 
m outh full of Big Mac.
Shelly pulled to the side of the parking lot.
"Look." Brendon placed h is hand  on her knee, "Do we have to 
talk  about th is now?"
"I guess not.” She watched Brendon relax against his seat as 
he stuffed several fries into h is m outh. She took one from the bag 
and  ate it in  many little bites w ith  her fron t teeth  in quick nibbles 
down to the base of the fry.
"Let's get gas before we get on freeway."
"We've got half a tank."
"Shelly . . . "  A w ad of french fries stuck in h is th roat 
preventing him  from continuing.
"I was joking," Shelly w iped her fingers w et w ith grease on 
Brendon's jeans and pulled o u t on to  the road.
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ELEPHANTS
42
My apartm ent is em pty w ith a darkness so pervasive it 
dwells in the shadows like an overcast evening even after the 
lights are on. 1 lock the door and come inside the stale silence 
bu t my ears are still ringing. It's late and I'm tired, but I am not 
ready to sleep.
I turn on the TV. A golden African plain fills the screen. I t 
is spotted w ith trees- those trees tha t are always in the 
photographs of Africa, the kind w ith thick, straight trunks and 
branches which reach out like long arms; but the tops are flat, like 
there is an invisible roof keeping them from growing taller. Small 
leaves twitch in the wind. Several elephants stand in perfect 
stillness and the grass blows diagonally against the elephants' 
knees. At first it looks as though the grass is straight and the 
elephants are leaning. An elephant curls its trunk around a 
clump while stabbing the earth  w ith its curved tusks and pulls the 
grass out by roots. Clumps of d irt scatter as it slaps the roots 
against its thigh. I t lifts its head and swings the grass into its
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mouth. I think elephants are very civilized.
I know I am not gorgeous, but I am attractive. My features 
are ordinary white-woman features; nothing terribly interesting, 
nothing extraordinary, but nothing ugly. I w ent to college. I'm no 
genius, but that's probably good. I have all my teeth; I bathe.
One elephant is wrinkled like turtle-skin and her skin is 
faded and yellowy. The smooth, mellow male voice says: 'The 
matriarch is pregnant. I t was believed th a t she had passed her 
child-bearing years as she has not conceived in twelve years. But 
now she is heavy w ith the miracle child of her old age."
She looks so old. I am only twenty-eight. My friend Emma 
always says tha t a wife's job is to protect her husband's ego. I 
have had too much beer. Alcohol always makes me thirsty. I am 
not a good drinker. I never get fun or happy drunk; I go from 
sober directly to throwing up. It was hard  for me to smoke a t 
first, too. It took me a long time to get addicted; I had to try 
really hard. Then everyone quit.
Drew is a  good drinker. He can pu t away an entire pitcher 
by himself. He's happy when he's a little drunk. He's no t so good
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a t conversation though, he loses his ability to  pay attention. But 
come to think of it, he's not so good a t paying attention when he's 
sober either. I like him when his face is just beginning to  flush 
from the alcohol. He tilts his chin down and looks a t me w ith his 
small, deep blue eyes through his bangs. His hair is light brown, 
stringy, and always over grown, like a  teenager's. He's tall, about 
six feet, n o t too heavy, but he does have a b it of a  beer-belly.
W hen I m et him for the first time 1 remember thinking he was 
very handsome. He slings his arm around my w aist and pulls me 
into him, then looks a t me sheepishly to see if that's all right. I 
like the way his arm feels around me. I t makes me feel like he's 
no t embarrassed to be w ith me. I'm so grateful sometimes for the 
comforting feel of affection I think I love him. But that's silly.
Now the male elephants are on the screen. The large, old 
bull on the screen has only one enormous tusk, curving deeply 
toward the ground then back up to the sky. His head seems 
burdened w ith the weight. The other tusk is broken about a foot 
from his face. I think of Barbar and his wife. Barbar was a 
snappy dresser.
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Drew called me h is "girlfriend" tonight a t the bar. I guess I 
have m et all his minimum requirem ents. I guess he meets my 
minimum requirements too. He works for a  group of tax 
specialists. His job is steady; there will always be taxes, and  he 
makes a  decent salary. When I talk about my w ork a t  the shop — 
I'm the manager of an  upscale boutique — he looks a t me as if I 
have a slight physical affliction, bu t th a t he forgives me for it. I 
dress well and I know th a t pleases him. He frowned la s t week 
when I wore jeans to the movies. I don 't like jeans anyway. I was 
trying to  match his casual mood.
We haven't slept together yet. I w as going to invite him  in 
tonight, which is really why I started  on  the beer. But, I got m ad 
a t him; maybe he d idn 't even noticed th a t I w as mad. But, 
enough.
An elephant runs her trunk over another's body. I t reminds 
me of the vacuums they have a t car w ashes, the ones where you 
pull the big round hose and run it  over the interior of your car. 
Now their trunks entwine.
My married friends treat me like an  outcast and  the few
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single friends I have left will ditch me for a m an every time. If 
women had th a t k ind of solidarity. . . . Sometimes I think we 
work so hard a t  being faithful to our m en we forget about women. 
My friends and  I, we talk a good talk, b u t a t  n ight wc all w ant a 
m an to  go home to, to complain about, to  justify us.
My friend MLichelle and I have a joke. Wc call ourselves 
"born-again virgins." We lied in  high school w hen we should have 
been virgins and  early in  college when wc could have been. Every 
guy wants to be the first. We practice talking to our lovers and 
say, "Of course you're the first! Why do all you men ask the same 
thing?"
Maybe I was tired; I couldn't find m uch to say. I worried I 
was boring him  so I suggested th a t we play pool. He got excited, 
he was pleased. I to ld  him th a t I d idn 't really know how play, I'd 
only done it  few times. I told him  th a t I ju st liked to hear the 
click o f the balls; i t  is such a clean sound.
He said he played a lot, in college he used to compete, tha t 
he was excellent. He said this w ith a very serious face, no smile of 
pride or em barrassm ent a t his boast. I thought th is was the
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perfect situation. Nothing makes a man happier than showing off 
his expertise. I would Oooh and Aaah and he would win.
i
Winning makes men feel generous. I thought i t  would pu t him a t 
his ease, to feel superior. I imagined him giving me some 
pointers, maybe pu t his arms around me in  order to show me how 
to hold the cue stick.
I love the green of pool tables topped by swirling solid 
colors, bright red and purple. I like the stripes too, bu t not as 
much. The white seems so vulgar next to such brilliant hues. I 
like to watch the chain reactions; they're never as I expect them.
A centimeter of miscalculation and the whole table takes on a new 
arrangement. I like the gentle thud of the balls bouncing off the 
cushioned sides, 1 like the thuwamp of the balls falling through 
the pockets. They are so smooth and cool. I like the green stuff 
you rub on the end of the cue stick, pool cue, whatever. I t makes 
a grating sound as you tw ist the little box over the tip. If it  were 
louder it would be a terrible sound, a slip on the blackboard 
sound. I also like to stand w ith the cue in one hand, leaning on it 
as if it were a walking stick, w ith the other hand resting on my
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hip. I feel tough, like a cowboy. Maybe because I've only played 
pool in country-western bars.
"You wanna break?" be asked as he rolled each cue along the 
table top, frowning as he picked one. I told him I don't h it hard 
enough. Sometimes I don't h it a t all. He stooped over and 
crashed the triangle of balls apart, they w ent spinning in all 
directions.
"I got both solids and stripes in so I get to choose. I ll be 
stripes, two of those went in"
As I watched, he, w ithout missing once, knocked all of the 
balls in the pockets he called out before-hand, including a t the 
end, the eight-ball. I complemented him on his game, I said I was 
very impressed. I wasn't nearly as gracious as I thought I would 
be, though. I picked up his discarded cue-stick and aimed the 
white ball, the cue ball, a t the solid yellow one. "What are you 
doing?" he asked. "I'm going to try to h it the yellow ball into the 
comer pocket," I said. "You can't do that.” "Why not?" "Because," 
he said, "the game's over, I've won." "But I w ant to h it the halls 
around too." 'Then we'll start another game." "No!" I said w ith as
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much malice as I could muster. I was surprised to  hear myself be 
so angry, to feel myself so angry, but 1 couldn't help it. He said, "I 
almost never do that. That was incredible, it  was luck. I ll  use my 
left hand to shoot," he said. "OK," I said, 'b u t I w ant to practice 
w ith these first," and I started to shoot. He said, "OK, tell me 
when you're done," and went back to the table and  drank his beer.
I couldn't believe it.
The matriarch is finally giving birth. Two thick round legs 
are hanging out. I t falls to ground w ith a "thud". I t is totally 
encased in its placenta. He fell hard; it's a long fall, bu t he didn't 
seem to be injured. W ith her tusks the m atriarch gently pulls the 
placenta away from him. She caresses him  w ith her trunk, she 
looks like she is tasting him. Maybe she is.
The narrator isn't talking about the birth. He says that 
when elephants come across elephant bones they pick them  up 
and turn them over in  their trunks. He says it is possible they are 
trying identify the dead elephant. He says th is act shows a 
possible awareness of death, an awareness th a t was previously 
thought to belong only to humans.
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Drew had a H ustler on his coffee table. I t  was open to a 
page half w ith w ords, half w ith  a photograph of two women in 
black lingerie looking very serious. "It's ju s t the hum an body; it's 
beautiful. There's nothing wrong w ith  it," he sa id  as he grabbed 
it  from the table and  tossed i t  face down on  h is pile of sporting 
magazines. When he left the room to get a  beer I picked it  up; on 
the cover were naked women hanging from  m eat hooks.
The baby is big, close to  tw o-hundred pounds. The other 
elephants stroke him  as he tries to  get to  h is  feet. He manages to 
get to  his knees several times, then falls over. He cannot nurse if 
he cannot stand. Now the m atriarch is becoming concerned. She 
repeatedly picks him  up w ith  her tusks an d  trunk, attem pting to 
p u t him  on his feet. The voice says th a t the  calf w as too big. That 
in  the womb his long legs were forced to rem ain ben t a t the knees 
a t  all times. That he may no t be able to straighten  them  out. A 
- day goes by. The calf has lost several pounds. The m atriarch 
lowers herself a t the end of the second day to  ground and  rolls on 
her side. The baby can nurse now.
I have a picture of my dad  and me in  a forest w hen I was
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about ten. He is sitting on a log and I am  standing in between his
legs, leaning against him w ith my hands on the tops of his thighs.
\
How lucky I was to have no fear of him. To have no awareness of 
him  as a man, only as my dad. I was entirely a t ease w ith him, as 
he was with me. The picture em barrassed me when I found it 
when I was thirteen.
Now they are a t the water hole. The matriarch arrives many 
hours after the other elephants. She has the calf w ith her. He has 
learned to crawl on his knees. He has made it to the watering 
hole, but it is time for the long journey across the plain, the voice 
says. The water hole is almost completely dry. The m atriarch and 
the calf look haggard.
When I asked Drew to take me home, he said, "OK." I 
w anted him to  ask me why. Or if 1 w as upset. Instead he just 
took me home. He walked me to the door as he usually does. I 
had  decided earlier tha t I would sleep w ith him tonight. I thought 
i t  was time. That it would cement the relationship; give me 
official "girlfriend" status. Maybe I thought th a t kind of closeness 
and total vulnerability would open us up, tha t we'd talk about
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things.
I'm a little weird about sex, 1 think. When I was a 
sophomore a t college I had an apartm ent next to the dorms, so 
people were always in  and out, watching movies, playing drinking 
games, hanging out. One night no one was over and I took a long 
bath with bubbles and body oil. 1 was in my silk dressing gown 
painting my toe nails. I was in th a t kind of mood—the paint-your- 
toe-nails-hot-pink-mood. Some one knocked on my door and I 
yelled come in. I t  was a  guy whose name I can't remember. He 
was over the night before with a bunch of other people watching 
"Robo Cop." I had a complete crush on him. He was gorgeous.
He said he came by because he had left the movie in  my VCR. I 
felt so sexy in my dressing gown. Well, he took the movie, put it 
in its case and then sat down w ith me. He grabbed my w rist and 
forced himself on me. He didn't even take off his shoes, bu t he 
did use a condom. Then he said "Thanks" and left. The dumb 
thing is that if he had tried I probably would have slept w ith him 
willingly, but I guess that's not w hat he wanted. I thought about 
calling the police. But I couldn't explain why I didn't scream. And
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I knew him. And I let him  in  while I was only wearing a dressing 
gown. And there was no physical evidence. A week later I saw 
him on campus. He asked me if I w anted to go out. I noticed the 
cuffs of his jeans were streaked w ith hot pink polish. I threw up 
on his shoes; he never talked to  me again. I know that messed 
with my mind a bit. But I'm watching elephants. They're still a t 
the water-hole, but the w ater hole is out of water; it's a mud hole 
now.
1 don't want to live w ithout men. I wouldn't want to live 
w ithout men, although sometimes I can't imagine why. I like 
sexism when it benefits me. I w ant to be treated as an intellectual 
equal, but I like some of the skewered rules of etiquette. I admire 
a man who steps aside to allow me to walk in front of him a t 
restaurants and theaters. I t makes me feel protected. I w ant to be 
protected. Not tha t Drew ever opened a door for me. Maybe he 
thinks shoving his way in firs t dem onstrates a modern view of 
women. But he does hold the door w ith his hand for an extra 
second or two so th a t the door will not close on my face. I should 
not be such a hypocrite. I don't know w hat I like, what I want.
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The matriarch and  her crippled baby are left behind while 
the others go to the lowlands in  search of water. I don't tu rn  on 
the Nature Channel so I can become suicidal. I don't watch an 
animal show so I can see babies die. If th a t baby dies 1 will never 
ever watch th is show again. I feel like calling the TV station. I 
feel like screaming. They can't them  die. They're an  endangered 
species, for God's sake.
Tears are streaming down my face. I've read that crying is 
good for your complexion. I should have the best skin in the 
world. I'd like to tu rn  off the TV and  pretend I never saw this bu t 
I'm glued to this sick display of our male "scientific objectivity."
I'll find a magazine to read.
As soon as my key turned in the lock Drew walked away and 
said, "I'll call you later." He didn 't w ait to  see if I would ask him 
in  like he usually does, h is eyes looking over my shoulder and 
around my apartm ent like he is looking for something. Maybe he 
is so used to no t being asked in  th a t he thought i t was useless to 
try. He must have known I was upset. Maybe not. Maybe he 
didn't w ant to come in.
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Why is  i t  I am saddened by the deaths in  Somalia, I'm 
shocked by the m ass rapes in  Bosnia, bu t I'm devastated, 
absolutely devastated w hen I read  in the paper th a t a  deer has 
been h it by a  car. Hearing abou t an  abused dog will linger on my 
mind for weeks. In the found anim als section of the paper I read 
only which breeds have been picked up  and nothing else. I'm 
afraid it  w ill say "DOA." I don 't need to  watch baby elephants die 
when I'm sufficiently upset as i t  is. If the baby dies, that's it.
The baby is standing. I t  ju s t needed tim e to  stretch the 
muscles. The two elephants begin their trek. They are a few days 
behind the others, b u t the voice believes the group will hear her 
calls and  wait. Shell take over leadership of the herd again, and 
although they are late, he says, they will make it  to  the lowlands 
in time.
I tu rn  off the TV. I w ant to  go up  to the narrato r and say, 
"You listen here, buddy, you're dam n lucky th a t baby elephant 
didn't die!" But w hat if it  had? I feel like calling Drew and telling 
him w hat a clueless asshole he w as. I'd have to call him an
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asshole. To call him a bastard  would really be an insult to his 
mother for not having a husband, for being a slut. Same with 
Son-of-a-bitch.
I'm trying to get over the horror of tha t show. To smooth it 
out, make it easier. Like the rest.
I pick up the phone. It's too late to call but I'm calling 
anyway. "Drew?" silence. "Were you sleeping?" W hat can I say 
about the elephants? "I feel lost. I watched a show on TV; it 
reminded me of you."
"How so?" The voice floated through the phone and landed 
as if by accident in  my ear.
"I don't know. Have you thought of elephants? The way 
they live by rules that are understood by all. They know w hat to 
expect from each other. They know w hat to do."
"Oh. Well, it's late and I have to be up early. Is this 
important?"
"Yeah, very, but that's OK. I just wanted to let you know."
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THE MURDER APARTMENTS
57
Leslie held the Classified section, crumpled and coffee 
stained, up against the steering wheel. Her expression was stern, 
her small lips pressed together, her slightly squinted eyes pulled 
the th in  lines across her face and forehead like strings. Her 
graying brown hair stood up slightly where her head rested on the 
seat back. She followed her finger down the "Apartments For 
Rent" column and marked neat black "X"s across the large red 
circles.
Heather sat with her knees together in front of her, her feet 
pressed against the dash. She read from the "Local" section aloud: 
"Clairemont Killer pleads 'not guilty.' James Caulley, accused of 
raping five women, murdering four of the five says he is innocent. 
Three of the five victims lived in 'The Bluffs' apartm ent complex 
where Caulley lived until his arrest last month." Heather tossed 
the paper back onto the floor and drew circles on the tops of her 
thighs through the holes in her jeans. With a loud exhalation she 
licked her finger and rubbed it forcefully on the circles. Leslie
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watched the sharp red lines blur and spread across her daughter's 
thighs. Heather licked her finger again and continued rubbing.
"Well" said Leslie, "we're no t having much luck."
'1 had plenty of luck yesterday w ith Stephanie." Heather 
answered
'You were looking way out of your price range."
"All those," Heather pointed to a long vertical red circle on 
the newspaper, "cost exactly the am ount I have to spend. I'm not 
living in  Clairemont."
'That's rent only," Leslie said slowly and  loudly as she 
watched her daughter smearing ink on her legs. "There's gas, 
electricity, phone; you have to buy food," Leslie counted on her 
fingers. "You have to count on a t least a couple hundred dollars a 
month in basic expenses. I ll  pay for something reasonable, but I 
won't pay for a luxury apartm ent on the beach."
"It's not going to cost you anything.”
T hat's  what you think." Leslie looked a t Heather who was 
resting her head against the window. She thought that Heather 
m ust be hungry. She always got sleepy when she was hungry, and
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cranky, too. Leslie knew w hat H eather w anted  o r needed before 
H eather did. I t am azed Leslie th a t the bright, a lert little  toddler 
could n o t recognize hunger and or w eariness as anything o ther 
th an  a discom fort. H eather d id  no t th ink  th ings through, either. 
She rarely looked fu rther than  the im m ediate desire. "Let's look a t 
one m ore apartm ent then  get some lunch. OK?" she said. How 
w ould th is child be able to live on her own, Leslie w ondered.
W hen Leslie was nineteen she w as m arried, pregnant, and  putting  
her husband through school, H eather w as a  child  w ho thought 
she w as an  adult.
"1 don 't care." H eather said w ithout lifting  her head. Leslie 
tried  to  find her daughter’s eyes, bu t follow ed them  instead  
tow ard six sparrow s eating bits of french fries o u t o f the gutter. 
The fa t birds fought vigorously over the fries; the  pale sky held a 
few d istan t clouds. I t looked as it often d id  th is tim e of year, 
Leslie thought. A slig h t breeze pushed the palm  trees, the ir leaves 
wiggling like little fingers.
Leslie exam ined her daughter's long pale face. She seem ed 
frozen w ith  her eyes open and lips slightly parted . Even her long
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stringy brown hair looked tired. In her m ind, Leslie p u t some 
brow n eyeliner around H eather's eyes, som e pink  blush on her 
cheeks; she m entally perm ed her hair and  trim m ed it. No. Waved 
it  and  pulled it back in  a loose pony ta il. Her daughter w as much 
p rettier than  she had  ever been. Leslie felt herself slowly growing 
accustom ed to the frum py look th a t w as popular w ith  young 
people now. The sad , alm ost b ru tal look to  her daughter's 
unkem pt appearance was also somehow appealing, if n o t a little 
disturbing. W hen H eather w as little , Leslie rem em bered, she 
always w anted her hair curled in  sausage curls, like Shirley 
Temple. Now, Leslie thought, she doesn 't even brush  it. Such 
lovely hair and she doesn 't even brush it. Leslie leaned across the 
seat and  pushed the hair away from  H eather's face. How w as she 
going to  live on her own?
H eather tw itched a t her m other's touch.
"I could afford Pacific Beach," H eather said  in  a sm all, 
defeated voice.
"No, you couldn't," Leslie said. "I'll give you w hat I'm giving 
the school to feed an d  keep you, and that's it. You can live where
60
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
you w ant when you are paying your own way."
"Yesterday Steph and  I looked a t some places in  Ocean Beach 
th a t aren't too bad."
'Too far from school. Too many druggies and hippies."
'You won't even listen to my ideas or look a t the places I 
picked. How can you know if I'm being realistic or not? You can't 
veto every apartm ent in th is city. I'm going to  get one w ith or 
w ithout your help, which I did no t ask for." H eather batted the 
heart-shaped crystal th a t hung on a string from  the rear-view 
m irror. Little colored dots floated across the dash. "If I'm wrong, 
le t me find out for myself. If I get in  over my head, I'll move."
"I hope you remember th a t w hen your ren t comes due."
Leslie knew H eather w ould call and ask for money. I t w asn't the 
money, she told herself. They had plenty of money. It was the 
lesson in life of no t living outside of your means.
Y ou never lived by yourself." H eather said. Leslie felt her 
stom ach tighten. H eather continued, "And le t me do the talking to 
the managers. It makes me feel stupid w hen you do it. Like I 
can't speak for myself. And let me drive my own car for God's
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sake."
"I'm sony," Leslie said, "But if I th ink  of som ething can I ask
it?"
"Sure." Heather tossed the word ou t like a carelessly throw n 
softball.
"No, I haven't lived by myself, and neither w ill you if you 
don 't find  something I can afford. A sm all place, no t new or 
fancy. Functional is w hat you can afford. You w ill have to live in 
Clairemont."
"Square-mont," H eather replied. "Mom, I appreciate you 
helping me find a place, and for helping me ou t financially, but 
don 't hold it over my head."
"Oh I'm sorry. Here, 111 just give you my checkbook and you 
do w hatever you want."
"Well, I'm glad you've come to your senses."
"That's w hat you seem to expect," Leslie said.
"Get a grip, Mom."
"How many tim es do I have to say it? You have to get a 
place you can afford."
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"Great," H eather said, T il ju st get a place in  Southeast. I'm 
sure the gunshots aren 't too annoying; I'll get used to them , you 
know, like airplanes."
"Clairemont is no t far from  school; it's only one 
neighborhood away from the beach; it's cheap, and  it's safe."
"Yeah, except for the Clairem ont Killer."
'They already caught him." Leslie stared  in to  her daughter's 
crystal ball hanging from the m irror. The w orld sp lit into  
fragm ents of color and repeating angles. She felt as if  she were 
talking to a blank void, as if her words were being sucked in to  a 
vacuum. "1 would never have spoken to my m other as you speak 
to me. You talk to me as you would to  an unreasoning idiot."
'There's an idea. T hat building is nice," she sm iled a t 
Heather.
"What building?" H eather asked as she looked ou t the car 
windows.
'The m urder building. W hat is it called? 'The Bluffs," that's 
it. I th ink  it has a view of the ocean. If I rem em ber correctly from 
the news clips, it has a pool." Leslie, pleased w ith herself, leaned
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her head against the headrest and  sm iled, maybe they’d  both feel 
better after lunch.
"Mom!"
"I bet those apartm ents are going pretty  cheap too. You'd 
never be able to afford them  a t th e  regular price." Leslie sm iled to  
herself; it's fun being on the o ther side.
"Thanks, Mom. Look, I'm n o t asking you for extra money 
and  I'm no t expecting a palace. But, I don 't w an t to  live 
someplace that's even w orse th an  th e  dorm s." Leslie watched 
H eather sink down in to  the seat an d  fasten  and  unfasten  her 
sandals as she breathed in  and  o u t loudly. She rolled down her 
window and hung her arm  out, as if  she w ere reaching for 
som ething. "Well, w hat the hell. Let's go look. You're right; we 
probably could get a deal."
"Are you serious?" Leslie asked  uneasily.
"Why not?" H eather stuck her chin forw ard.
Leslie pulled onto  C lairem ont D rive and  follow ed the h ill up 
to  the large blue and grey sign th a t read: 'T he Bluffs." The game 
had  changed, she thought. She d id n 't know  the new rules.
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H eather looked a t her w ith  a half snarl. Leslie remembered 
unintentionally holding her b reath  w hen they passed it twice that 
m orning. She pulled in to  a parking lo t surrounded by a four foot 
high wall th a t continued around the complex. Three steel grey 
buildings form ed a U around a sm all pool and laundry room. 
Leslie parked in  front of the corner of the firs t building which 
held a sm all sign th a t read, "Office." The grounds were neatly 
kept and clean. No one w as a t the pool or in  the laundry room.
In fact no one w as anywhere to  be seen.
"Are they all murdered?" H eather asked.
"It looks like a ghost-town," Leslie added as they got out of 
the car and  dosed  the doors. "Maybe the police or some one 
dosed  it  down."
"I don't know," H eather w hispered
Leslie felt as if she w as pushed by an invisible force, like 
being pulled by an undertow . She tentatively turned the knob on 
the office door. I t was unlocked. H eather giggled as the door 
squeaked open. They w alked in to  a sm all carpeted room , dark 
and cold, furnished w ith two plush  chairs, low to the ground, and
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a desk.
As if m eeting a dare, H eather slapped the sm all bell sitting 
on the desk top. Leslie jumped slightly w hen a m an appeared 
through a doorway she had no t noticed a t the back of the room.
"Yes?" the m an said. He was a sm allish m an w ith a receding 
hair line and low belly which protruded ou t over his blue jeans 
stretching the m aterial of his plain black T-shirt. He eyed them  
up and down through the com ers of his eyes.
"We're here to  see the apartm ents." H eather said as she 
squared her shoulders.
"What apartments?" he asked as he turned his head and 
looked a t them from  the other side of h is eyes.
'The vacant ones." H eather said.
"We're no t advertising any vacant apartm ents." the m an said.
"No, but we thought...since you do have some vacant 
ones...we thought..." Heather's voice cracked.
"Yes?" the m an asked.
Leslie w atched her daughter w ith am azement, she 
wondered, was she serious? How far is she w illing to go w ith
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this?
frankly , we thought we could get a good deal on one of the 
m urder apartm ents since no one else probably w ants to  live in 
them." Leslie used her business tone and avoided her daughter's 
startled  stare.
The man wiggled his jaw from side to  side, "What are you?
A reporter?" He raised his eyebrows and  looked a t them  straight 
on.
"No," Leslie answered, "we're looking for a cheap apartm ent."
"I've heard of people doing th is so rt o f thing in  New York," 
he said  'b u t not around here. It's kinda w eird, you know?"
"It seems perfectly rational to me," Leslie answered looking 
a t him  blankly. Leslie w atched H eather face the m an and nod in 
agreement.
'You w ant to live in  one of the apartm ents were someone 
w as killed?"
"Only if the price is right. Good apartm ents are hard  to 
come by, you know. And you aren 't m aking anything now." Leslie 
felt her confidence returning. As she said  them , her w ords
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seemed to  make a k ind  o f sense.
"Are you ghost hunters?"
"No. We don 't believe in  ghosts. If we did we w ouldn't be 
here, w ould we? We are rational wom en who like to  take 
advantage of other people's superstitions to get a good deal on a 
nice apartm ent th a t w ould otherw ise go unrented. Correct?"
Leslie sm iled a t the m anager. She thought to herself, you are a 
strange little  man.
"Just a minute," he said  as he picked up the phone from  the 
desk and  carried it o u t th e  door he had  come in. "I'll call the 
owner." He sh u t the door on the cord.
Leslie heard him  speaking, b u t could no t understand the 
words. Leslie studied a p rin t of an ocean scene th a t hung on the 
wall. She had  seen i t  before, b u t could n o t remember where. She 
watched as H eather looked down a t her shoes and the m ud th a t 
seemed to be clim bing up them . The m an d id  no t appear for 
several m inutes after they stopped hearing his voice. He popped 
his head in  once and asked, "For both  of you?"
"No. Just me." H eather said.
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"How old are you?" he asked.
"Nineteen. I'm a studen t a t State." He pulled  h is head back 
in  and  sh u t the door.
"So, Mom, you th ink  he's the real killer?" H eather asked 
dram atically, em phasizing 'real killer'.
"Shhh...," Leslie said  as she w aved her hands tow ard the 
door. She noticed th a t she had  been w ringing her purse strap.
The m an returned  several m inutes la te r w ith  keys in  his 
hand. "I'm Mike," he said  as he offered h is h an d  firs t to  Leslie 
then  to  H eather. They followed him  o u t o f th e  office and  to  the 
th ird  building. There w as a  young m an on  th e  grass w orking on  a 
bicycle. Leslie sm iled in  greeting to  him , b u t he stared  straigh t 
back as if he saw some one over her shoulder. They w alked up  a 
fligh t o f s ta irs to the upper floor and  w alked dow n the balcony to 
th e  apartm ent a t the end. A w om an w ith  grey h a ir and  a grey cat 
o f the sam e color looked o u t a t them  from  her w indow  as they 
passed.
Mike unlocked a door in the m iddle o f the  building. A th in  
line of chipped pain t stretched across the door. Leslie w ondered
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as she ran her hand along the line if i t  was caused by police tape. 
Mike quickly showed them  around pointing ou t the new furniture 
and  carpeting, (replaced because they couldn't get the blood out, 
Leslie guessed), the m odem  appliances in  the kitchen, the ample 
closet space in the bedroom. He explained access to  the pool and 
laundry facilities, rules concerning noise and parties, and guest 
policies. H eather, Leslie noticed, rem ained m otionless, following 
Mike only w ith her eyes.
"How much?" H eather asked w hile looking directly a t Leslie.
"The other apartm ents go for $475. We w eren't really 
planning on lowering the rent; we thought we'd w ait a while 
before we advertised."
'Well," said H eather, "now you don 't have to  wait."
Leslie looked over the apartm ent again, searching for a tell­
tale sign, a drop of blood, som ething. But the apartm ent was 
flawless. I t sm elled o f new carpet and glue and paint.
'There's nothing wrong w ith th is apartm ent," Mike said.
"No," conceded Leslie, "bu t . . . "
"What do you th ink  is fair?" Mike asked. "Make me an
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offer."
Leslie tried to  catch H eather's eyes. H eather shrugged her 
shoulders and continued looking around the apartm ent.
'How about half off?" Leslie asked.
"That's ridiculous!" Mike said, his voice raised. 'This 
apartm ent is brand new; it  has m odern appliances including 
microwave. None of the o thers has a microwave. The owner said 
we could le t you have it for $350 if you agree to  a six m onth lease, 
after which the ren t goes back up. It's w orth a  lo t more than  that. 
You'd be getting quite a deal. Six-hundred off six months."
T h e  police are all done w ith it?" Leslie w idened her eyes 
and cleared her th ro at a t H eather. How d id  they get into th is, she 
wondered.
"Oh yeah. A long tim e ago. Really th is isn 't even the same 
apartm ent. This is the nicest apartm ent in  here. Yeah, it's a 
steal." Mike said to Leslie.
"Killer deal, Mom. Isn 't it." H eather said raising her 
eyebrows a t Leslie.
"It's her decision." Leslie said sharply. She crossed her arm s
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angrily. She wondered which apartm ent th is was. The tied-to- 
the-bed one, or the on-the-so£a one, or the in-the-bathtub one. 
Leslie looked a t Heather's unraveling jeans; smudged red showed 
through the holes. Leslie pictured her daughter naked in the 
bathtub, vulnerable; the other wom an's blood congealed in  the 
drain. Maybe they'd have to use Drain-O. And how do they know 
they have the right man? I'm getting irrational, she thought. The 
manager had the best opportunity, he has the keys. He's weird 
enough too, she thought. She took hold of her daughter's arm  as a 
sick feeling pushed out of her chest in to  her lim bs.
She noticed Heather starting to  sweat. She tried  to  imagine 
H eather spending the night alone there. She w ondered about the 
ghosts of the slain women, karm a, om ens, hauntings; all the 
things she never believed in. Can w alls absorb death energy, she 
wondered. Did they scream? Did anyone hear? The little  old 
lady next door? She thought of the lady, deaf in  her rocker 
wondering why the cat was hiding under the bed. In the movies 
when someone's th roat is cut, she thought, the air in  the w indpipe 
gurgles through the squirting blood. She felt her daughter's angry
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stare.
Leslie listened as her daughter sang under her voice,
"Mother Stands for Comfort." H eather inhaled loudly and sm iled 
a t her, 'You're right, Mom. T his is the perfect location. And the 
view from  the bedroom  is nice. I th in k  I could afford it, too. It's 
great w ith  the pool and laundry  room . W hat do you think, Mom? 
Let's take it."
Leslie yanked a t H eather's arm  and  pulled her tow ards the 
bathroom . "Excuse us," she sa id  to  M ike as she closed the door.
H eather and Leslie looked a t each expectantly. Leslie turned 
her eyes to  the shower, "This has gone far enough..."
"Isn't th is w hat you w anted, Mom?"
The shower curtain  w as pulled, dark  green, across the 
bathtub. Leslie w atched H eather reach ou t her hand  to pull it  
back. She trem bled and w ithdrew  her hand.
Leslie im agined the nude body o f a  wom an face down in  a 
pool of red, her head a t an  u n n atu ra l angle, feet pointing to the 
ceiling, her lungs filled, drow ned in  her own blood.
Leslie sho t ou t her hand  and  pulled back the shower curtain.
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Before hers eyes focused she heard  H eather's piercing wail echo 
against the tile  and  she jo ined  in  the  spontaneous screaming and 
clutching of true terror.
"W hat the Hell?!" M ike yelled as he pushed open the 
bathroom  door.
Leslie and  H eather stood  w ide eyed, holding each other, 
staring in to  the shiny w hite porcelain  o f the em pty tub.
Leslie took H eather's h an d  and  pulled her around Mike, 
tow ard the door. A half sno rt, h a lf choke escaped from  H eather 
as they ran  o u t of the apartm ent. The grey lady pulled her 
curtains sh u t as they ran  by. Leslie snickered. The m an w ith the 
bicycle w as gone. Leslie felt like a geyser shooting laughter and 
w ails w ith  her daughter. She ran , barely able to  m aneuver down 
the sta irs.
'Y ou are really sick!" M ike shouted  a t them  as they got in 
the car. "This isn 't a joke you know! I knew it! I should call the 
police! You're sick people. Do you hear me? Sick!"
Still shrieking, H eather stepped  in  fron t of her and guided 
her to  the passenger door. The w heels shrieked as H eather
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pulled onto th e  street.
H eather pulled over a few blocks down the road, her body 
shaking violently and noiseless. Tears rolled down her cheeks. 
Leslie, holding her shoulder also had tears running down her 
cheeks, b u t she was no longer laughing.
"I remember," Leslie said beginning to  cry, "when you were a 
baby, so sm all 1 held you w ith one arm . I gave b irth  to you and 1 
nursed you and  I washed you and fed you and everything you did 
depended on me. Everything you needed came from me. Your 
whole life w as me. You were me because I had made you and you 
came from my body and now you don 't need me and 1 can't protect 
you anymore."
H eather slowly pulled back onto the road and headed back 
toward her m other's house choking alternately on laughter and 
tears. The car lurched forward in  spasm odic bursts against the 
emergency brake which had not been released.
"I wish," Leslie said, laughing again as she lifted the brake 
handle and la id  it gently down, "you were old enough to drink."
By the tim e they reached the freeway both were silent.
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Heather wiped her nose along the side of her shirt.
"No more apartm ent hunting today?" Leslie asked.
They laughed again bu t only for a  m om ent. "Don't tell your 
father."
Heather pulled up in  front of the house where they had lived 
for eighteen years. "Deal." Leslie realized she did no t remember 
one detail of the drive home: if they stopped a t lights, if the traffic 
was light or heavy. H eather shu t off the ignition. The two 
women looked straight ahead, m otionless, and  said nothing.
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NAUSICCA
77
Sissy entered the bar cautiously. She stood a t the door un til 
her vision opened enough to make the shadow s and  lights into 
distinguishable form s. She looked a t the bartender w ho sa t on a 
bar stool turning the pages of a newspaper. He la id  h is paper 
down and stood. Sissy looked into his face, illum inated by the 
light flowing from the door she held open. He looked puzzled.
Across the room  she saw her parents. Her m other faced her 
b u t held her head bowed over her drink. Her father's face w as 
aim ed over his wife's shoulder and froze on a dart-board.
The bartender, towel in hand approached her. Sissy w anted 
to  ask him to get her parents for her, bu t she suddenly realized as 
he sauntered nearer, th a t he m ight no t speak English. She started  
Spanish class a sem ester ago bu t could only remember a t th a t 
m om ent numbers, letters, colors, and random  proper nouns. Still 
holding the door ajar she stepped back in to  the light of the hotel's 
porch. She smiled to  the m an, a man of average height and 
weight, short dark brown hair, brown skin, and brown eyes. In
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the  half ligh t his teeth  glowed florescent w hite. Sissy thought for 
a m om ent to call o u t to  her parents, b u t should  she yell "Mom, 
D ad,” or "Steve, Clair." Before she m ade up  her m ind, the 
bartender stood in  fro n t of her, blocking o u t the  sigh t o f her 
parents.
"Hello.” He spoke English. "Come in," he eased the door 
open, releasing her grip on it. "Margarita?"
As he stepped back to  le t her in  she saw  th a t her paren ts had  
noticed her and looked curiously a t her.
"No thanks." Sissy w alked passed the bartender trying to  
keep her young face o u t o f the d irect light. She slid  in to  the chair 
next to  her m other and  sipped her m other's m argarita. Her 
m other w atched her w ith  a tired  gaze; her father, directly across 
from  her, m outh slightly dropped, eyebrows raised , eyes w ide, 
said , n o t w hat she expected, but, "It's 11:48." Even m ore 
in teresting, her m other looked a t her, still holding the  m argarita, 
an d  said, "Hello, dear."
Her m other's eyes, half d o sed  and  red, a t firs t looked as if 
they had been crying, b u t the peaceful, d istan t look they held
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spoke more of tequila than  tears.
"Well?" her father asked as he pulled the drink  from his 
daughter's m outh.
"Can 1 have the key to  room?"
"Sissy..."
"What? I w ent for a w alk, the door locked behind me."
"You were supposed to  be in  bed. W here d id  you go?"
Sissy shrugged, "Nowhere."
"Stephen, I'm sure she stayed on  the hotel grounds. It's quite 
safe here."
"I'm sure it is, bu t she has no idea..." Steve w as cut off by 
the  swinging open of the door and the  entrance of a group of 
young, obviously American boys, already slightly drunk  and 
laughing loudly.
"Cerveza, senor!"
Steve pulled the key from  his pocket and handed it to  his 
daughter. "Go to  bed."
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"That's all 1 wanted," Sissy got up from the table and  headed 
to the door. She sm iled a mocking smile to the group of boys as 
she passed.
"Hey! Where you going? Come here."
Steve stood up quickly, h is chair scraping the wood floor. 
One of the boys elbowed the one w ho had spoken. "Sorry," the boy 
waved to Steve.
"Maybe later," Sissy said  loudly to  the boys, then turned and 
waved to her father whose eyes scream ed back a t her. H er m other 
looked back into her drink w ith  a half smile and seemed to be 
laughing. "Goodnight," she said  turning her head to include 
everyone in  the bar, and left.
Early m orning in the M exican village rolled in slowly 
bringing w ith it thick pockets of fog. Listlessly the ocean thrust 
its small waves forward and dum ped them  on the beach as if 
purging its sea-stomach after a  n ight of over-indulgence. Waves 
collapsed into themselves then  slid  on their bellies back into the 
murky green, sand stirred currents. Steadily up the beach the
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tide climbed tow ard the resort hotels as the sun cleared the 
horizon and lifted the fog. The scent of sa lt and seagrass and the 
deep, fleshy smell of drying kelp rose from  the sand. Small packs 
of thin and ragged dogs ran  down the shore feasting on fish heads 
and tails throw n overboard by the n igh t fisherm en. Two 
hunched, old men raked the sand, rem oving the sea's night 
deposits.
Sissy w as fourteen years old. She had brown shoulder- 
length hair and  a freckled nose th a t seem ed ou t of place next to 
her pink powdered cheek bones. She filled the pockets of her new 
cotton dress w ith sm all sea shells and sand dollars and soon two 
oblong w et spots grew down the sides of her dress. It was a w hite 
cotton dress, loose w ith a straight cut, one th a t her m other 
bought for her to wear to  m eals w hile on vacation. She walked 
three hotels down then turned back tow ard the Vista Del Mar 
hotel where she was staying w ith her parents. Her pockets were 
heavy w ith shells which pulled on the th in  fabric of her dress, 
stretching the narrow  shoulder straps. As she bent down to pick 
up a shell, she peeked her nose in to  the open m outh of her dress-
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fron t onto her round breasts em phasized by her new  padded 
bikini top. She ignored the two old m en as they called, "Buenos 
dias. senorital" w hen she passed.
The incoming currents pushed her closer to the beach wall; 
the dogs and the men finished their tasks. The m en w aved and 
laughed as they w ent, "Adios, senorita!" She stood up  and 
stretched her back and looked up and dow n the beach. She 
w atched a shirtless m an exit the hotel in  fro n t of her and jum p up 
and over the beach w all. He leaned against it, h is arm s folded, 
and nodded to her. She recognized him  as one of the boys from 
the bar the night before. He w as ta ll and  tan  and  maybe younger 
than  she had a t first thought. His neck an d  fore arm s were 
slightly darker and less pink than  his chest and  shoulders. He's 
no t a man, she thought, bu t still too old  to  notice me. H is hair 
hung over his ears; i t  was the color of the sand. She sm iled a t 
him  then looked down a t the sand. A few m om ents later she 
looked back again; he glanced a t her. She w alked m ore slowly. 
Every seven waves she counted, she tu rned  and  sm iled. He 
rem ained leaning against the wall, w atching her. She stopped
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between the next hotels, he w as now  the size of her thum b 
outstretched.
Shelly pulled  her dress over head, la id  i t  dow n and  sat on it 
leaning back on her elbows. The breeze w as cold and  raised 
goose-bumps on  her skin; the  sun  w as n o t yet high enough to be 
warm. She looked, she couldn 't te ll if he w as still looking. He 
was handsom e. She tried  im agining th a t she w as w arm , th a t she 
was com fortable. She im agined him  approaching w ith  flowers.
He w ould say, 'You look so lovely, m ay I give you these?" She 
im agined him  w alking over to  inv ite her to  join  him  for swim.
She im agined him  buying her m argaritas in  the bar. She imagined 
him approaching, noticing th a t her top  w as padded, then  walking 
away, laughing. She looked again; he w as w alking in to  the w ater. 
Maybe he w as hoping she w ould go in  too.
She stood, tugged softly a t the  edges of her b ik in i bottom  , 
and  w alked slow ly tow ard the  sea.
The w ater felt warm  on her cold feet. She hesitated, she w as 
accustom ed to  the frigid N orthern O regon sea, w hich was warm 
enough for splashing around in , b u t too cold for actual swimming.
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W hen he first saw me picking up shells, she wondered, did 
he th ink  I was a little  girl? Maybe he started  w ondering when he 
noticed me staring a t him . Then w hen I took off my dress he 
thought, 'T hat's no t a little  girl's body." But my pose, like in a 
fashion magazine, did  he notice? W as I too self-consciousness.. .
The w ater surrounded h is w aist as he stood looking out to 
sea. Maybe he had too many m argarita's la st night; maybe he has 
a headache. He is a college boy, she decided. Down for the 
weekend w ith his fraternity brothers. They probably go to 
University of San Diego. He s tu d ie s .. .  w hat does he study? He's 
a poetry major. Double m ajor, poetry and physics. He is 
nineteen. I'll tell him  I'm eighteen. That's old enough to  go the 
bars here. Ill say I'm a senior. Maybe he won’t  m ind if I'm a 
senior.
He ducked under the waves and stood up ju st outside the 
breakers. He looked right a t her. She held her breath  as he swam 
parallel to  beach in  long lazy strokes, passing directly in  front of 
her. He lifted his head and sm iled, then continued swimming.
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
She w asn't sure, but she thought his eyes were blue. He 
looks sad, she thought. He's lonely. He needs a girlfriend he can 
talk  to. H is friends probably don't understand his poetry. Maybe 
he doesn't even tell them  he w rites it. 1 w ould understand it, 1 
could encourage him.
He now floated outside the breaking waves in  fron t of her. 
The water lifted him to  the top of each swell, giving Sissy a  quick 
glimpse of his pale chest shiny w ith w ater. Slowly he was 
released, and slid sideways into the blind tunnel of the swell's 
belly.
"Why don't you come out?" At firs t she thought she 
imagined it, bu t he said it again. "Come on, the w ater's fine." His 
head stuck straight up from the w ater like a seal's, h is hair w et 
and flat against his head.
"I'm no t a great swimmer." She w atched am azed as he rode a 
wave toward her. She felt her stom ach tighten. If only H eather 
was here. Maybe I'll take him  to  home-coming.
"What's your name?"
"Sissy."
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"How old are you?"
"Eighteen."
"You are not," he laughed.
"Seventeen, I m ean, alm ost eighteen.”
"I'm Leo. I saw you la s t night, huh? Those your parents?"
"Yeah."
"Come on. It's still shallow  enough to stand on the other 
side." Leo took Sissy’s hand and  pulled her tow ards the surf. His 
hand was warm, even under w ater. The waves were small but 
strong and w ith each oncom ing wall of white-water she lost her 
footing for one brief bu t terrifying moment. She clutched his arm, 
half for the purpose of staying upright and half as a silent plea 
th a t he should take her o u t no further. "Duck.” She held her 
breath as he pulled her under the peak of a breaking wave. When 
she popped up on the o ther side of the breakers she coughed the 
salt w ater o u t of her lungs as silently as she could and tried to 
keep from contorting her face. Im m ediately she le t go of his arm 
and pushed her hair away from  her eyes. "I'm drowning," she
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thought as she stood on  the balls o f her feet, her toes digging in to  
the sand, her chin straining to  stay above w ater. She fe lt along 
the elastic edges of her su it, reassuring herself. The sifting  swells 
alternately pulled her ou t to sea and  pushed  her tow ards the 
breakers.
Beads sparkled on Leo's shoulders w hich stood on  top  of the 
w ater. He slid his arm  around her w aist. "Can you take me in 
now?" Sissy asked, the panic clim bing u p  her spine. 'I've got you," 
said  Leo.
Sissy felt som ething w rap around her ankle and  she heard  
herself choking and trying quell the gu ttu ral scream s w hich w ere 
rising through her body. It's ju st seaweed, she to ld  herself, and  
tried  to  slow her flailing lim bs. She im agined she looked like an  
id io t, her hair like strings hanging over her face, her body jerking 
spasm odically. "Let's go in." She tried  to  sound  in  control.
Leo smiled, one of his fron t teeth  w as discolored a  du ll 
brown and  was chipped alm ost in  half.
He pulled her up against him  and  pushed  h is tongue in to  
her m outh. His m outh w as sticky and sour, stale; she tried  to
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w restle herself from  h is grip. She felt him  hard  against her thigh. 
Sissy coughed, w orried she w ould retch.
Leo suddenly pushed her aw ay and  poin ted  to the beach. 
Her father balding, heavy set, red  in  the face, standing knee deep 
in  the w ater in  h is long pan ts. H is hands cupped his m outh and 
she saw his face moving b u t she couldn 't m ake ou t h is words.
She fell over the  top of the crest an d  tum bled tow ards shore.
She staggered choking o u t o f the  w ater and  in to  the tight 
grip of her father's angry hands. "W hat the hell?" he dem anded.
Leo floated sm iling outside th e  waves and waved to her as 
she looked back over her shoulder. Sissy's father pulled her along 
the beach by her forearm; a s tran d  o f green sea grass hung from 
the top of her s u it
Sissy's in itia l feelings o f m ortification and  terror wore off 
and  she held her head up as they passed  the two old men sitting 
on  the beach w all w ith  their rakes betw een their legs and she 
looked her m other dead in  the  eye as she w as led in to  the hotel 
dining room w et and sandy, her father carrying her crumpled 
dress.
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LED A AND THE LADYBUGS
89
"Have you heard", giggled Freddy noticing a dog sniffing 
around the fron t of the cabin, "Have you heard the la test doings of 
The Welfare family1?"
M argaret's eyes turned to the picture window. Outside, the 
sky slipped down, sliding from rain  in to  sleet, easing into snow, 
covering the ground once brown and needley, now padded and 
white. She w atched fading footprints fill w ith snow, erasing their 
countless trips to  and from the shiny new Jaguar left a t the side of 
the road. W ith the luggage inside and  the fire lit, the questions 
concerning health and the la test happenings since they last met 
(which was Just two weeks ago for dinner), and the w eather 
speculated upon; they moved on to  issues concerning the 
surrounding cabins.
M argaret sa t on the floor of the cabin, her feet and hands 
only inches from  the flames of a roaring yet heatless fire. She 
turned her eyes to look a t her m other, Anna, sitting  in the chair
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closest to the fire. She looked dwarfed, swallowed by the huge 
and brightly colored flower prin ted  chair. Or maybe, M argaret 
thought, she looked like a bee gathering honey. The chair, which 
she recognized, m ust have been recently evicted from  her uncle's 
and Susan's apartm ent, and placed like all such leftovers, in  the 
cabin. Anna looked unblinking in to  the fire.
M argaret turned her gaze to her father, W illiam. H is every 
feature, she thought, from his broad shoulders and square jaw to 
his steady stance called to m ind firm ness and solidity. He sat 
next to Anna in  a sm all green chair w hich rocked back and forth. 
M argaret remembered her grandm other rocking in  th a t chair, her 
back rounded like a C over her crossw ords or needles and yam . 
William's head was lifted high above the chair's back; he flicked a 
ladybug from his shoulder and ran  his wide hand through his 
greying hair.
"Ladybug, Ladybug, fly away home . . . How does th a t go?" 
M argaret asked.
On the other side of the room  sa t Freddy, in  w hat w as once 
her grandfather's chair. M argaret thought he looked nothing like
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her mother; he was short, no more than  five-six, and chubby w ith 
pinkish hair and a red complexion. Even his eyes looked pink. 
M argaret looked back to her m other. She w as also short, bu t not 
chubby, she thought; slightly plum p in  a way w hich made her look 
inviting and warm. Her darker complexion was m ore natural 
looking, and her golden brown hair, even w ith its  th in  line of grey 
running along her scalp, looked com forting.
'Your house is on fire, and your children w ill bum." Freddy 
answered surprised. "As 1 was saying, have you heard . .
'That's no t how it goes." M argaret interrupted.
Y es, it is," said Anna to M argaret. "Ladybug, Ladybug, Fly 
away home, Your house is on fire, And your children w ill bum ."
'That's sick," said  M argaret. "How sad."
"I thought it w ent, Your house is on fire, And your children 
have gone,'" said  W illiam continuing to  rock in  h is chair.
Freddy's girlfriend, Susan, sa t next to  him  in  a brown chair, 
the uncom fortable chair. M argaret called her "Freddy’s girlfriend 
du jour" even though they had been living together now for several 
m onths. She w as a pretty woman, bu t bland, M argaret decided;
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ligh t beige hair, beige skin, and  slightly crooked teeth.
"No, I haven't heard," Susan said  loudly as she looked 
around the room  sternly. "W hat has 'the w elfare family* done 
now?"
I t took a  m om ent for M argaret to  rem em ber "The W elfare 
Family." She had never m et them , b u t she h ad  heard  Freddy 
talking about them . They w ere the new est m em bers of the 
reserve, which contained a  group o f abou t th irty  cabins nestled  in  
Sierra Nevadas. The cabins were either ow ned by th e  people w ho 
had  bu ilt them  or their fam ilies. The so - called "W elfare Family” 
were the first people to  move in  w ho w ere unrela ted  to  any o f the 
original builders. The presence of the "outsiders", Freddy said, 
threatened the security of the park. He sa id  they w ere there 
because housing w as cheap. He said  i t  w as w rong; they had  no 
righ t to  be there. There were no jobs, o f course, no one for the 
kids to  play w ith, o f course, and  the  nearest school w as tw enty 
m iles away. M any of the o ther residents had  raised  objections. 
Some com plained o f noise, o thers o f possible changes having to  
be m ade regarding such things as w ater quality  in  com pliance
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w ith  year-round residency regulations w hich were m uch stricter 
and therefore more costly.
"It seems," said Freddy, "their plum bing m ust have broken. 
Vem said  he was up a t the tool shed next to  the ir house when he 
sm elled a  horrible stench. Can you imagine? Instead  of fixing 
their plumbing, they just used the back of the tool shed! I guess 
they’d been doing it  for quite some tim e, too. Vem had to  go tell 
them  th a t th a t was n o t acceptable."
G runts of disgust echoed through the room  around 
M argaret. As if in  reply, W illiam picked a lady bug from  his 
sleeve an d  threw it in to  the fire.
"Well!" announced Freddy in  a loud voice, speaking to Susan 
as if she were a child and he a storyteller, "My father started  
coming here in 1914 to  camp and hun t when he w as a boy. This 
cabin started  off as a tool shed, then over the years he bu ilt it  up 
slowly in to  a three story house using only scrap wood."
'T hat's strange," said M argaret, "Mom, I thought your father 
b u ilt th is place." M argaret instantly  regretted it. She looked to 
her father and m other, expecting to reprim anded.
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Ignoring her daughter's rem ark Anna added in  a com petitive 
bu t soft manner, as if pointing ou t som ething Freddy had 
forgotten, "He was still building w hen he died."
M argaret studied each of the second hand pieces crowding the 
tired, little  house, from the dolphin mobile hanging from the 
ceiling which was stained w ith m oisture steadily leaking through, 
across the unpainted w alls, shelves crowded w ith  porcelain 
figurines and sculptured candles, over the m antle to  the old clock 
recently wound and ticking too loud, already a m inute behind, 
down to  the uneven boards o f the floor supporting the 
m ism atched furniture and random  throw-rugs. Her grandparents 
had only been gone a year and a  half and already cabin was 
already being ruined.
"Have you seen the W ilson's new cabin?" Anna asked. "It's 
quite m odem , but lovely. This cabin is so old and  leaky. 
Sometimes I wish th is place would accidentally bum  down so we 
could have a new cabin like theirs." Anna said  th is w ith enough 
honesty in  her voice to cause M argaret to  reflect on her words 
seriously.
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William w hispered quietly, "How m uch money w ould we 
get from  insurance? How much to build a cabin like the 
W ilson's?” She w atched his eyes travel to  Freddy, as if to  say, '1 
know you couldn't help financially.”
Freddy looked back a t W illiam. Tucked in  his chair, 
M argaret thought he looked like a  round w ad of red  hair and 
freckles. M argaret imagined w hat he w as silently saying to  her 
father, "You and Anna use i t  m ore anyway. Besides, it  was my 
father who built it in  the firs t place, and my father left i t  to me 
and Anna. You can pay for the second round. W hat else have 
you to  do w ith your money?" W ould he say that? she wondered. 
She had heard him come close.
Susan asked herself aloud, "If the cabin were to bum  down, 
w hat would I save?" Then she apologetically looked around as if 
adm itting th a t being only Freddy's girlfriend she had no claim  to 
anything. She continued, "That clock on the m antle firs t of all, it 
has to  be a t least forty years old. And all these charm ing 
antiques!"
Anna spoke to Susan in w hat M argaret recognized as her
95
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
m ost patronizing m anner, "Because som ething is old, m eans only 
th a t it is old, Susan. There is no in trinsic value in  knick-knacks. 
They weren't w orth anything w hen they w ere bought and they 
certainly aren't w orth anything now." Noticing a cold stare 
coming from Freddy, Anna added, "I w ould save the 
marshmallows and a roasting stick."
M argaret looked around again in  the cabin th a t held every 
one of her childhood summers. Everything th a t w as as she 
remembered, the colored jars in  the kitchen, the  owl stickers on 
the fron t window, the single snow shoe found a t the dum p nailed 
to the wall, was sacred; and everything newly introduced, 
especially unde Freddy's abom inable chair swallowing her m other, 
was hateful. Usually she took no p art in  A nna and  Freddy's 
banter, but the question o f fire, of obliteration, struck her as 
terrifying and therefore interesting. She thought m ost of saving 
her grandparents, b u t they been dead for over a  year now. 
Somehow to M argaret they were still there, though, in  sp irit. She 
said softly, "1 w ould save the photos of grandm a and  grandpa," 
then tilted  her head down, her long brown hair hiding the m outh
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threatening to  curve up. This w as true, she to ld  herself, b u t she 
knew she said it  only for effect.
Anna's face flushed a pink, em barrassed shade, w hich 
m atched the color o f the flower circling her head. Reproachfully, 
b u t in  agreem ent, she answ ered M argaret, "Yes." Her lips draw n 
tightly, she sta rted  rocking forcefully in  her chair.
The subject o f M argaret's grandparents' death  w as rarely 
addressed. Both Anna and  Freddy had  been crushed by it. The 
only tim e M argaret had ever seen them  em brace w as a t the 
funeral. Her m other w as saying, "We are orphans."
Susan was openly staring  a t Anna. "That's nice, honey," she 
sa id  to  M argaret, then  to  Anna she asked, 'Is n 't there anything 
here you'd like to  save?" Susan looked to  W illiam . He cleared his 
th ro a t and looked blankly back a t her, offering nothing.
W illiam seem ed to  be paying no atten tion . H is head tu rned  
to  th e  window, ju s t in  fro n t of w hich a large yellow dog relieved 
him self.
"Damn these ladybugs!' W illiam  sw ore as he flicked w ith  one 
hand another bug in to  the fire. "Where d id  they come from?"
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"The firewood." said Anna watching him  collect the bugs 
from the floor and toss them  in to  the fire. In  the spring the bugs 
gathered on fallen trees and branches, coating them  w ith solid 
red, often the entire trunk  w ould be covered all the way around, 
three or four ladybug layers thick. Now, in  w inter they took 
refuge from the snow in  the w ood shed, expecting to sleep until 
spring.
"Dad, they're n o t hurting  you. Can't you ju st le t them be?" 
M argaret said  rolling onto her back, feeling like some kind of 
exotic family pet.
"I'm n o t hurting them , sweetheart," answ ered her father 
jokingly, "the heat from the fire m akes them  rise, then they fly ou t 
the chimney, safe and sound. I'm  helping them." He pulled 
another bug, th is tim e ou t o f her hair, and tossed it in.
"All right," M argaret to ld  herself, "I'm no t going to get
worked up about a bunch of bugs." Addressing her father in the
same light-hearted tone he had  used, she answered, "You
obviously don 't believe in  karma."
*  *  *
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As the cabin warm ed, Anna and Susan disappeared into the 
back room to do a puzzle, Freddy trudged up the stairs to nap, 
and William sa t in  the green chair w ith  his head throw n back, 
gurgling sounds erupting from  deep inside his throat. The 
magazine th a t he held in  hands was slowly sliding down his legs.
"Oh, my God," w hispered M argaret. "Oh my God," and then 
she remembered th a t she d id  n o t believe in  God. "Oh my God," 
she said again as if asking a question, w hat question she didn 't 
know.
A ladybug crawled up  her leg, another was on her shirt, 
several crossed the floor. M argaret gathered them  up, took them 
outside, and p u t them  on a  tree. "Oh my God," she told them.
On the road, two kids and  a big dog flew by her. The boy 
looked about eleven, she thought, long and  lean on his plastic red 
sled; the girl looked a  few years younger running beside him, her 
small fram e crowned w ith dyed purplish-red hair, bruise color, 
M argaret decided, and the dog, a yellow labrador, was galloping 
along behind, his tongue hanging ou t the side of his mouth. She's 
so young, thought M argaret, to  be dying her hair.
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Back inside, M argaret joined Susan and her m other w ith the 
jig-saw puzzle. Anna and  Susan had opened up a card table in  the 
m iddle of the living room . Both sa t hunched in  the shape of Cs 
as they tried to distinguish possible images in  the grey afternoon 
sun. The rays of light seem ed to  float through the room  like 
smoke, illum inating suspended particles of dust where it mixed 
w ith the yellow electric light.
They were doing the edges first. M argaret shuffled through 
the box picking ou t edge pieces and  handing them  over to Anna 
and Susan to p u t together, to  guess it  w ill go over there, to th ink  
it  w ill f it after the next piece, to  save it, to  w ait and  see.
"This one fits here if  I tu rn  it  upside-down. Does that 
count?" said Susan sm iling and  flittering her eyelids.
M argaret looked a t Susan's plastic, straw berry pink nails, a 
little  too long to hold puzzle pieces w ith ease.
"Is th a t an  edge?" Anna asked her daughter, pointing to the 
piece she held in  her hand.
"Oh, yeah. It's a piece of sky." M argaret blew off a little red 
ladybug and handed the piece to  her. Her m other's nails were
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chewed down p ast the  ends o f her fingers and  splintering o u t a t 
the ends.
M argaret thought to  herself th a t her m other would never le t 
her dye her h a ir th a t color.
O utside a high p itched  voice follow ed by several barks
echoed through the park , w aking Freddy, startling  W illiam,
causing Susan to  frow n, an d  Anna to  take the box from M argaret
who had stopped looking through the pieces; a girl's voice said,
"It's my turn! It's my tu rn  now!"
* * *
The next day the snow  stopped and  the roads were plowed 
m aking m ounds on e ith er side o f th e  street, burying the parked 
cars and  m ailboxes. I t w as appropriately  sunny for their w eekend 
vacation, cold b u t brigh t, thought M argaret, w ith  a shovel resting  
in  her large black m ittens, welcom ing the chore of digging o u t the 
car. She w as full of scram bled eggs and  sausage, o f coffee and  
juice, o f looking in to  th e  puffy faces of the newly awake, of 
talking, of nothing in  particu lar. She began drinking coffee a few 
m onths ago a t the coffee houses she w ent to  w ith  her friends to
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"study.” She felt proud th a t her paren ts no longer asked her if she 
w anted coffee, b u t instead  sim ply filled  a cup and  handed it  to 
her.
She threw  her w hole body in to  the snow w ith  the shovel.
She filled the shovel fully so she could n o t lift it, bu t had to  drag 
it  away then dum p i t  over. Before long she w as sweating, taking 
off her jacket and  hat, her b reath  shooting like smoke from her 
lungs. Her heart pum ped heavily in  her chest; she could feel its 
pulse in  her every artery. She, w ith  acute atten tion , felt the 
m uscles in her legs, back, arm s, and  shoulders contract and 
tighten , then le t go. Already she h ad  dug o u t the  back wheels and 
w as up next to  the car's back doors, pulling snow from 
underneath the fro n t wheels, m oving steadily forw ard.
When she stooped to  rest she looked down a t the cabin. She 
could see the fire blazing faintly orange through the dark windows 
b u t could make o u t no o ther shapes. M argaret noticed the sound 
o f crunching snow  before she saw  th e  child w ith the purple-brown 
h air approaching, w earing a blue jacket, too short a t the arm s and 
patched w ith glitter-stars, w alk up  beside her and  pull lightly on
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the sleeve of her red, wool sweater. M argaret turned around 
quickly and sm iled w ith surprise. They introduced themselves as 
they looked a t the snow and  nodded. Her nam e was Leda.
"Can I do that?" Leda asked pointing a t the shovel. M argaret 
handed it to her. The shovel's handle was alm ost twice her 
length. Leda pulled her hands inside her jacket, gripping the 
shovel from inside her sleeves and began to dig while M argaret 
watched. Uncle Freddy w ould probably ask her how they got to  
K-M art from way up here.
'You had better n o t le t your mom and dad see you doing 
this," M argaret w arned Leda. Leda pulled away alm ost as much 
snow as she had, M argaret noticed. D idn't she have her own stuff 
to  dig out? She had a sm all heart-shaped face w ith enormous 
blue eyes, set off by her tacky hair and m issing front teeth. 
Someday th is girl would be gorgeous, she decided. Margaret 
w ondered if she had been nam ed from  the story of Leda and the 
Swan. She decided no t to  ask.
Leda stopped shovelling and turned around quickly, "Why?" 
she asked w ith extreme earnestness.
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"Because," M argaret explained w ith  a nervous laugh, "if your 
m other and father see you ou t here doing my chores, they will 
th ink  you don 't have enough of your own and w ill give you plenty 
more to keep you busy."
"Oh," said  Leda a t w ork again on the snow, 'Tve already done 
everything there is to  do a t my house."
M argaret believed her. She asked Leda questions about how 
she liked living in  the park, how she liked the school down in the 
town, how long did it take to  get there, d id  she m ind not having 
other kids to play w ith, d id  she play w ith her brother?
Leda answered each question w ith  obvious boredom, giving 
just a "yes" or "no" whenever possible. An awkward silence hung 
in  the a ir as M argaret tried  to  th ink  of some way to get the shovel 
back. After several m inutes the silence w as broken by a loud 
"thud." Leda, in  her w ild digging had pulled back too sharply on 
the shovel as i t  dum ped its  load, causing the handle to fly back 
and h it against the side of the car.
Leda looked in panic to  M argaret who in panic looked down 
to the cabin. The cabin windows were dark, it  was too bright out
104
Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.
to see inside. She could no t tell if anyone had seen. She looked 
back a t Leda, then  the car. A tiny  dent, a  ding, really, was visible.
"Well," M argaret said  looking a t the snow, 1  th ink  that's 
good enough. D on't you?" b u t she had already taken the shovel. 
"Watching you do all th a t w ork has m ade me sleepy. I'm going to 
take a nap." She thanked Leda for helping her, said how nice it 
was to have m et her in  the tone usually used exclusively on 
strange adults a t her parents' parties, as if she were afraid that 
Leda would feel offended if she d idn 't, as if Leda m ight be able to 
hear M argaret's unkind thoughts about her appearance, or even 
Freddy's story about her family. Awkwardly M argaret waved and 
walked down to the cabin. Leda leaned against the car and 
watched her go. She d id  no t leave u n til the cabin door was shut. 
M argaret looked back and  sm iled as Leda w alked up tow ards her 
own house.
Once inside she was h it w ith  a barrage of questions. She sa t 
down and to ld  about Leda. "Isn't th a t a beautiful name?" she 
asked. W hat relief! she said to  herself, no one had seen.
"Is it 'Leda' or 'Lita'?" Anna asked.
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T w ent to school w ith  a 'L ita '.” sa id  Freddy w ith  a  heavy 
H ispanic accent as he nodded h is head knowingly.
"No, I'm pretty  sure it's  'Leda'." sa id  M argaret stressing  the
d'.
"How is i t  spelled?" persisted  her m other.
"She d idn 't say."
"So it could be 'L ita'. I t probably is  'L ita'." sa id  A nna and 
Freddy to each o ther, partners.
The rest of the room w as silent. Freddy squirm ed in  his 
chair w atched her w ith  in terest, w aiting to  see o f she w ould 
p ro test again.
M argaret had  given up. She tried  n o t to  show  the fury th a t 
she could no t com pletely understand, b u t fe lt justified  to  feel.
"Just le t it  go," she to ld  herself.
"William, tell Freddy the story abou t th e  little  old  lady in  La 
Jolla." said Anna. 'Freddy you'll love this!"
M argaret had  heard  the story  a few days before. I t w as the 
w orst thing she had  ever heard in  her life.
W illiam took in  a slow breath, looked around  to  m ake sure
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he had everyone's attention, bowed his head for a moment, and 
began, "OK. It's morning." He spread his arm s and turned his 
palm s down, "Prospect Street, La Jolla. I w as w alking up to  a 
client's building (the typical La Jolla style office building, probably 
a W right or Louis Kahn), when I saw a little , old, grey-haired lady 
in  a  powder blue dress, complete w ith  m atching h a t and leather 
gloves, walking a fancy little terrier dressed in  a sweater and 
adorned w ith bows." He pulled his arm s in  close to  his body and 
hunched over. "You know the kind o f w ealthy, ancient woman 
you see in La Jolla. OK. Lady and dog stopped right in  front of 
the building on a sm all patch of their w ell-tended grass. Old lady 
looks away. Dog does its business. R ight there. On the grass.
In  front of th is building. Just as she sta rts to  w alk away, my 
client comes ou t o f the building to greet me. He realizes w hat 
happened and calls to the lady. He asks her to  please pick up 
after her dog. The lady was terribly em barrassed, you can 
imagine. She says, William waved his hand  delicately in the air 
and  spoke in  a high-pitched semi-English accent, "Why, yes, of 
course." She w alks back to the grass, slowly bends down, and
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w ith her hand, picks up the poop and walks away proud as you 
please, like it was nothing."
Freddy shook w ith laughter, laughing so hard  no sound 
came from his mouth; instead he clapped his hands loudly to 
show his pleasure.
"I th ink  it's horrible!" yelled M argaret, angry w ith herself for 
letting th is get to her. She was determ ined to n o t le t anything get 
to  her.
"Why?" asked her m other.
M argaret could not say for sure. "A m an in  a su it 
intim idating a little old lady like that! She w as hum iliated, and 
it's so gross!"
"I th ink  it's great," said Anna, "She did exactly the right 
thing. Besides, she was wearing gloves. I th ink  she had  the last 
laugh."
"Who knows how she felt," said Freddy catching his breath 
"but I th ink  it's the funniest thing I ever heard."
M argaret held her boot in  her lap. A ladybug was on the rim  
walking around and around. 'Took" she said to  no one in
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particular, "he thinks he's going somewhere."
•  * *
M argaret tried  to  read, bu t was unsuccessful. Her m ind 
w andered back to all the things w hich were so unpleasant. She 
asked her father to play a game of cribbage, bu t was turned down. 
For some reason she did not know and d id  no t question, she was 
afraid  to go for a hike, which was her usual pastim e w hen in the 
m ountains. Instead she sa t in  fron t o f the fire and played 
solitaire until it was her turn  to  get wood.
On the way to the  woodshed, M argaret felt a sudden sense 
of doom. As she filled her arm s w ith  w ood after carefully 
brushing off the layer of ladybugs, she saw Leda in  her blue coat 
running like mad from her house across the street, over the road, 
and down their path, running un til she stood right in  front o f her, 
and  she realized w hat i t  was she had been dreading.
"Hi!" said Leda sm iling her toothless smile.
"Hi." said M argaret turning tow ards the house. "This wood 
is heavy. I can't stand here and talk." She w alked to  the front 
door w hich was opened by W illiam.
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"Can 1 come in?” asked Leda.
"Sure," said  M argaret looking in to  to  W illiam 's sm iling eyes. 
M argaret walked in  w ith Leda a t her heels and  dropped w ood 
down next to the fireplace, half of i t  falling off the w ood-stand, 
onto the floor. Leda was around her before she realized it, and  
w as picking up  the wood and stacking i t  neatly.
"Leda, th is is W illiam, my dad; A nna, my mom; Freddy, my 
uncle; and Susan. Everyone, Leda." M argaret announced, 
stressing the 'd '.
"Hi!" said Leda again w ith the sam e sm ile.
"Lita," asked Anna sp itting on  th e 't ', "can 1 take your coat?"
"No." the girl said flatly.
"C'mon, Leda, let's go in  the o ther room."
"Lita," her m other interrupted, "where do you go to  school?'
"Glenville."
"How do you get there?" asked W illiam .
'The bus, " Leda replied.
"Does your father..." asked Freddy as M argaret pulled her 
into the next room.
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"We w ere ju st trying to  be friendly," M argaret heard  her 
m other to the rest in  the fron t room , b u t in tending, M argaret was 
sure, for Leda to  hear. M argaret w ondered w hat she w as 
supposed to  do w ith  her, b u t she found o u t quickly and  was quite 
relieved w hen Leda said , "W anna play cards?"
They sa t o n  the floor facing each o ther. Leda took  her boots 
off and placed them  to  the side. "My boots stink . Is  th a t OK?"
Leda tau g h t M argaret her favorite gam e, Slap Jack. Leda 
looked a t every card before she p u t i t  dow n an d  o f course won 
quickly. "Let's play again," said  Leda already dealing the cards.
M argaret m ade the rule, "no looking a t a card before you 
tu rn  it over."
"OK," Leda laughed in  way th a t show ed she knew  she w as 
being unfair.
But th is  actually w orked to  M argaret's disadvantage. She 
w as faster than  Leda so she le t Leda slap  a  Jack firs t w hen she felt 
her own stack o f cards getting too big. She w ould either have to 
le t Leda w in, w hich w ould probably be obvious, or she w ould have 
to  beat her m ercilessly. This game w as never close. The loser
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always lost fay a landslide. But if she d idn 't do som ething the 
game could go on forever, which w as probably why Leda liked it.
1  play th is game w ith my mom,” she said. M argaret felt 
suddenly guilty. She remembered th is girl had no playm ates and 
felt badly for w anting to  end the game. She le t Leda slap the next 
couple of Jacks.
Anna came into the room and stood over them . "So, Lita, 
how many brothers and sisters do you have?"
'Two," answered Leda.
"Where's the other one? I've only seen one brother." said 
Anna using the same tone she used w hen speaking to  Susan.
"He's in  jail." said Leda in  a m atter-of-fact m anner. '1 a in 't 
allowed to see him."
Noticing her m other cringe ou t of the com er o f her eye, 
M argaret asked, "What did he do?"
Leda shook her head like a grown-up, 'You don 't w ant to 
know."
That was enough for Anna who sm iled to Leda and left the 
room . It was also enough for M argaret who flipped her next card,
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her m ind filled w ith robbery, rape, and m urder. She did  no t see it 
was a Jack un til Leda had slapped it.
When they had been playing for w hat seemed like forever, 
M argaret decided it w as tim e to  stop  letting Leda w in and to end 
the game. But before she launched her attack, her father called, 
"Leda, there's a young m an looking in  the window. I th ink  it's 
your brother." •
Both Leda and M argaret abandoned the game. Sure enough, 
there was Leda's brother's head on  the window, hands cupped 
around his eyes. M argaret opened the door.
"Is my sister here?"
Leda w alked to the door and looked a t her brother as if she 
were greeting a guest.
"Supper time," he said and  im m ediately ran  off.
"I gotta go," said Leda apologetically. "W ell fin ish  the game 
later." She knelt to p u t on her boots. "Can I use your restroom?"
She was barely ou t the door w hen Freddy started  laughing.
"I knew she'd ask to use the bathroom!"
"Well," said Anna, "She sure isn 't shy, is she?"
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M argaret hoping to  prevent com m entary said, "She's very
nice."
All agreed, then silence followed.
"Her nam e is 'L ita1. I could hear th e 't ',"  said Anna.
"I don't th ink  so," M argaret could n o t help herself.
"Damn these ladybugs!" said W illiam tossing one in  the fire, 
trying to  avoid any so rt of confrontation.
"Oh, dad!" reproached M argaret, thankfully.
*  *  *
The next day, Sunday, M argaret w ent hiking, leaving 
through the back door and  hurrying up the first trail. She found a 
sunny spot up the creek w here the snow had m elted and stayed 
there until she was cold. She remembered the little wooden boats 
her grandfather and Freddy m ade for her. They disappeared 
inside the workshop under the cabin for hours. Competing side 
by side, one constructing a little  sailboats complete w ith m ast, 
keel, and lifelines w hile the o ther w orked on a  powerboat w ith a 
cabin, stem , bait tank, and m ini-fishing poles. Then they gave the 
boats to  M argaret to judge. She took them  to th is spot to race
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them . In  the m iddle o f the  creek she spen t hours creating islands 
and  harbors. Freddy an d  her grandfather acted o u t w hat ever role 
she assigned them ; p irate, fisherm an, rich yachtsm an.
At the top o f the pool the  stream  flowed over the top of a 
large, granite boulder. W hen the m en tired  o f playing w ith the 
boats, o r decided to  m ake new  ones, M argaret anchored her boats 
in  one o f the harbors and  clim bed to  the  boulder's crest. Her 
grandm other placed tow els inside trash  bags and  sealed them  
sh u t w ith  rubberbands. M argaret stood on  top o f the rock in  the 
m iddle of the quick running w ater, placed the trashbag between 
her legs and lifted  her feet from  under her. She rode the trashbag 
over the edge and  down the fall, w hich seem ed so large then, and 
landed in  the  heart of the pool. She rem em bered she had to take 
care getting o u t of the w ater. M ore th an  once she splashed too 
m uch and se t the boats loose to  crash  and  sink  further down the 
creek. The old boats were never repaired. Instead she buried 
them  in  graves and  held funerals for the drow ned sailors.
Several tim es M argaret looked over her shoulder expecting 
to see Leda. She held her b reath  to  listen  for snapping twigs. She
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w ondered if  Leda ever came there. If Leda thought th is place was 
dull. Maybe no one show ed i t  to  her. M argaret again felt a  small 
feeling of gu ilt and  pity  shiver through her. Leda had  no one her 
age to  play w ith, ever. Or hike w ith . She should have brought her 
here.
The pool, surrounded w ith  snow  now, lined  w ith  a few 
inches o f ice on  either side show ed no  sign o f the islands washed 
away years ago o r the boats buried  along the banks. The granite, 
now m oss covered and  veiled in  icicles, looked sm all and 
unim pressive. M argaret picked up  a  stick and  began to  scrape 
through the snow. "W hat a coincidence it  w ould be," she thought, 
"if I found one of the boats." B ut she d id  not.
W hen she arrived back a t the  cabin, d inner w as being 
prepared. She w as safe now, she to ld  herself. Leda w ould no t 
come a t n igh t an d  tom orrow  she w ould go to  school.
After d inner they all sa t silently  in  fro n t of the fire. They 
were in  the same chairs they h ad  been sitting  in  since they 
arrived. M argaret w as on the floor listen ing  to  the crackle of the 
flames.
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O utside, lit by the streetlight, an  old, stooped m an wearing a 
flannel sh irt, leaning heavily on a cane hobbled closer to them.
He seemed very old and infirm . I t w as Leda's dad, the Welfare 
Father. "Jesus," said Freddy, "he m ust be seventy." He was circling 
their car, periodically looking in  the windows. W illiam stood up, 
defensively, and moved tow ard the door.
"Don't," said M argaret, "he's n o t hurting  anything." She 
realized th is was the same defense she used for the ladybugs.
I 'm  ju st trying to get a better look a t him . I've never seen 
him before," answered W illiam.
As if the m an could feel the pressure of their eyes on him, he 
walked on.
"Now there's a dysfunctional family," said Susan.
'D on't say th a t about M argaret's friends," said Freddy.
* *  *
That night, when every one had gone to  bed and the cabin 
was dark and still, M argaret lay awake listening to  the sounds of 
the creek flowing down the center of the park. The creek could 
not be heard in the daytime, b u t a t night it was loud, sometimes
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sounding like rain, other tim es like voices. She ran  down the 
creaking stairs slowly bu t no t quietly.
"Margaret?" her m other called from  her bedroom.
"Yeah?"
"Is everything alright?"
Yeah."
D ownstairs M argaret sa t in  fron t of the fireplace and stared 
a t the glowing red coals. She picked up a ladybug and threw it in  
to see how it  felt. She felt nothing. She thought of all the other 
ladybugs hibernating outside on  the firewood. In  the morning the 
cabin would have a fresh supply of bugs wondering where the 
m ountain had gone. Maybe they could hear the creek, maybe it 
stirred up inside them  a fain t memory of cool w ater and plants 
and aphids and Spring. She w ondered if she really cared about 
the ladybugs, or if she pretended to  because it  w as somehow 
attractive to  do so. She threw  another bug tow ard the coals but 
did not see where it  w ent. Her heart ached, bu t she d id  not think 
it was for the ladybugs. She picked up another ladybug and held 
it in her palm, then dropped i t  back on the floor. No, she
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thought, they w ould n o t make good pets. As always i t  felt as if
she had just arrived, and tom orrow  they were leaving. Leaving
the m ountains w as the only tim e she ever got car sick. Everyone
thought it w as because she hated leaving so much. M argaret
thought so too. B ut we ju st got here, she told herself. I t is
strange, she thought, how easily tears come a t night. "Good night
buggies." She w ondered as she clim bed back up the stairs if  the
Welfare family had ladybugs on their firewood, and  if so, w hat
did they do w ith them? If Leda had the parents she had, M argaret
thought, her w orld w ould be so different.
* * *
M onday, m ost dreaded day of all, they packed up to leave. 
Carrying luggage back up  to the car, she knew th a t she was safe. 
Leda w ould be a t school, where she should be too. She thought of 
the classes she was m issing, the notes she should be taking, but 
m ost of all she w ondered if  she w as m issed.
By afternoon they were ready, the w ater and  electricity were 
off, the pipes drained, the fire out. As they got in  the car, a school 
bus arrived ou t of w hich popped Leda and her brother.
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"Are you leaving?" said  Leda running tow ards them  and 
flapping her arm s.
M argaret got o u t o f the car to  say goodbye. But before she 
thought of anything to  say, a  b lue pick-up truck  pulled in to  Leda's 
driveway. This tim e it w as Leda's tu rn  to  w an t to  get away.
'There's people come to  look  a t our house. They got a girl the 
exact same age as my brother. We have to  m ove to  Bakersfield," 
she said w atching a  couple get o u t o f the  truck.
"So your dad can find  work?" called Freddy from  inside the
car.
"No. He can 't w ork no m ore 'cau se  o f h is heart. W ell bye!" 
and she ran  off tow ard her house.
M argaret got in  the fro n t sea t o f the  car. W hen they were 
down the m ountain she w ould trade places w ith  her mom in  the 
back seat w ith  Freddy and  Susan. She h ad n 't gotten carsick for 
years, b u t still retained  the rig h t to  s it up  fron t, if only for the 
first leg of the trip .
As they started  to  drive aw ay M argaret looked back a t the 
cabin trying to  memorize every tree and  shadow . She also tried  to
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mem orize every detail of Leda's face. She w ould never see her 
again.
"Stop!" she yelled to her father. She hung her head ou t the 
w indow  and yelled to  Leda who was already on her fron t porch. 
"Hey, Leda, how do you spell your name?"
"L-e-d-a." the girl yelled back as if she had  expected the 
question.
"As in  Leda and the Swan?" asked M argaret.
"What?" yelled Leda, no t hearing or n o t understanding.
"Nothing. Bye." M argaret pu t her head back in  the car and 
looked a t everyone trium phantly.
"We were wrong," said Freddy, "they're n o t the W elfare 
Family,' they're the 'M edicaid Fraud Family.'"
"Damn these ladybugs!" yelled W illiam sw atting a t one 
clim bing up the dashboard.
M argaret rolled down her window, scooped it  in  her hands, 
and  brushed the bug out. She w atched it  d rift back tow ards its 
hom e and disappear.
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